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| The judging of writing ability of students is a problem /
because of the grgat disagreement among English teachers as 7/
to the nature oé}bood writing. . Objective tests are of
little help, sifice they are not measures of writing. Essay

reliable and valid as possible requires that attention be

given to a number of sources of error.

tests are the only valid measure, but to make them as

~ Typically the problem of error is writing tests is
conceived of as more a matter or reliability than validity,

and of arising from three sources: students, readers; and

topics:- A number of other Sources are important as well,
however; and the aspect of validity is at least as important
as reliability if not more so. '
_ The importance of fluctuation in performance of a
single writer from task to task is perhaps exaggerated. If
all other sources of error in a writing test are removed or
controlled, the most logical strategy may be to accept. a
single performance as a valid one even if it-is the writer's
worst, since a test by definition is-a decisive trial and
_ipso facto imposes the worst possible conditions. There

" are no relevant research findings here.

-=McColly, "What Does Educa-
tional Research Say About
the Judging of Writing
Ability?" (1970, p. 147;
emphasis added).

o The foam, .
Feathering across that deck a year ago,

Swept those...words--like seeds--beyond the seas_

Into his future. There they grew like trees.
—-Peter Viereck, "vale from Carthage

(spring, 194%)."
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A NOTE ON THE STYLE OF THIS ESSAY
When one writes on the subject of writing he puts
himself in an exposed position: There are fewer more pre-

" dictable sources of universal glee than the lapse from good
usage that occurs in the coatext of a discussion of good
usaéé. At the risk of depriving the reader of some innocent
good fun, let me note that my 5r§&ﬁéﬁf as it developed has
not allowed itself to be cast éhEiféiy into the conventional:
language of a scholarly paper: From section to section ana

even w1th1n sections, the person will be found to Shlft from

needs and purposes of the argument. The auctorial "I"
alternates with the editorial "we" and the impersonal "one"
accordxng to .whether I am expr 1ng a purely personal

opinion, trying to carry the reader w1th me through a new

twist in the argument, or récounting some theoxry or piece of
TYesearch to which my opinion is irrelevant. " Even worse for
the sensxbxlltles of somé readers, I have indulged in shifts

of tone and reglster as they reflect my own opxnlons of the

\

¥
matter at 1ssue.! I can only offer, as Justxfxcatlon for my

”interestlngly; and entertaxnxngly than it would had I
stuffed and crammed my prose into a consistent rhetorical

mold.



INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM
The Florida Teacher Competency Examination will be
administered several times a year to thousands of teaching

certification candidates from aii parts of the country.

others will have been teaching for years. Some will have

b;en attended progressive or experimental institutions;

such as English, history, mathematics, science, or foreign

ianguégééi others will have §0né tﬁrOugh a genéraliSt preparation

for eiéhentary teaching; still others wiii~have concentrated

in areas ranging from art and music through physical education

and home economics, which tend to emphasize péfformanCé

rather than abstract verbal 1eérning; and §qme will have

specialized in the newer ancillary fields ofastuay'such as
reading and special education: While there are. undoubtedly

some correlations between a graduate's academic background

correlations are far from perfect; the relationships between

one's intellectual ability and learning and his oF her

Cépécity to dévéiop into an efféCtive feégher:éfe even more

uncértaih. ' : - : )
.Attempts to develop a psychological profile of the ’

effective teacher and to construct instruments to-identify

éfféctive £éé§hér§”5€fore the'fact have been notabiy unsuccessful.

AY




2
Ssimilarly, attempts to construct tests of knowledge, skills,
and reasoning processes that will predict teaching success--
such as the National Teacher Examination--have been dis-

appéiﬁtiﬁé; There are Simply SO many ways in whlch a
teacher may be a good téachér and so many ﬁé?s in which a
_téééﬁéf may be bad, ‘that no one has successfully defined the
parameters of the ﬁrq§iéms. We must inevitably faill back on
some set of philosophical or psychological or ideological
§6§iEioﬁé to aétermipé what are the "right" answers a
péténtiaiiy gbbd;teachéf will give on a test; and, since any
educational theory is partial and incomplete, it will just
as nev1tab1y be shown that the ablllty to choose the right
answers on such a test are pretty untertalnly related to.
teaching success as ﬁé&éﬁféa by such éftér:théffact "measures
as student learning, peer esteem, édministrator evaluations,
;pérsisténce in the profession; and the like.

At the very best, the predictions we can make with
cqnfiaéﬁéé are negative ones, and those based more on common
sense than science. & Sécondéry teacher, it is safe to say,
for instance, cannot do a resbéétéﬁlé job of teachingﬁﬁis
subject unless he is thoroughly tféiﬁéa in it. However, the
converse is not true, since sophistication in a particular
discipiiné(is not necessarily a good predictor of the
ability to teach it. Similarly, we can say that, regardless
of his or her other accompixshments, a teacher who has some:

sort of disabling psychological disorder 1s unllkely to be



an effective teacher. However, even here, almost everyone

é%ﬁ probably recall a particularly inspiring teacher who

was; outside of the classroom, a reclusé or even a certified
crazy. -

About all we can say, in fact, with any .real certainty,

is that someone who cannot read or write cannot téach anYOﬁé
else to read or write. No teacher, then, whose résponsibilities
aifééfiy or indirectly include the academic development of
students, can be an effective teacher unless he possesses a
be differential accrptable levels of verbal competence for
kindergarten and senior high school teachers? And would
even a simple literasy requirement be completely reasonable
for, say, art teachers or physical education teachers--since
outside of educaticn there are great artist who ééé notoriously
_inarticulate and successful coaches who are practically
orally and physically? These latter cases are surely
exceptions, though, instances of a genius's intense speciaiiiéEiéﬂ

in his art to the exception of everything else, and not very ‘

pertinent to the case of the average school teacher,;
Teachers do have to write, and it would be extremely

be literate at some level beyond - that of the general population.

Attempts to propound any such argument would inevitably




. Let it be offered that the relationship between simple
literacy and the ability to teach is self-apparent; so that
tests of the abilities Ebj read and write (unlike other
tests) have face validity as a qu51ifiéaEibﬁ‘§?f a teaching
certificate. (And let the question be put off for another
occasion,; whether the present concern for the literacy of
:ééiiégé graduates is aAsigp of a gross decline in academic
standards or merely an artifact of the circumstance that in
the past we merely assumed Without checking that college
attendance necessarily bestowed litéracy.) |
decided that the written literacy of certification candi-
dates shall be tested by means of an impromptu essay written
on a topic supplied by the examiners, with the guality of
this essay to be judged holistically by a team of expert
ﬁﬁéi:\"«‘.i\iﬁéf: topic should be and how it éﬁétil.a be developed:

Let.us assume there are two student, A and B. A is a
§668‘of_év;h\§ gifted writer. B, on the contrary, though
indubitably iiéégate, finds writing painful and does not do
it easily or éwfuiiy\ well. An ideal topic would be one on
which both A and B were able to perform to the best of their
respective abilities, so that the ratings would accurately

i0-




reflsct the students' absolute levels of competence as well

as the differences between them. HéwéVéf,‘ﬁhiike a compétitive
testing situation, in which it is of most importance to make
decisions between students at the higher levels of ability,

>1n a competency testlng situation, it is of most 1mportance

to get an accurate readlng of the writing abilities of the
stuéepts toward the lower gn& of the dlstrxbutlon.- (This is
noted since, as will become clear later on; most of the |
literature on.essay testing deals with college placement and

coiiegé équivaiency éitﬁétiaﬁé;)

fly;,it does matter that the topic prov1des an occasion for
the average and below-average student to do the best job of
writing of which he or she is capablé. How important is

the topic in determining the quality of what is written? Is

it, for instance, p0551b1e to construct a topic on which our

of expression to that of mediocre student B? Probably not=-
éven in a 71tuat10n where A were asked to write on a subject

of wh1ch he was completely ignorant, he could write a

confession of 1gnorance that weuld clearly demonstrate his

superior 11teracy; Is it possible;_on the other hand, to
present a topic that would render studeént B inarticulate?

Probably there are many ways: Foremost among these would be.

-1 -




:
by setting ﬁéﬁiéé.ééiiiﬁé for information outside the

" candidate's competence; or topics demanding skills valued by
the examiner but foreign to the candidaté (certain logical
famiiiarit9 with customs common to some social classes but
not to others or on a familiarity with academic conventions
that are learned in some ﬁﬂivéféifies ggdvsoﬁe disciplines
but not in o+hers:

The burden o

of this paper, giVén these considerations,
will be to review Eﬁéiliterature on éssay testing, and

writing and all of them routinely evaluate their students'
compositions; the literature on composition teaching is
immense, and, at a more formal level, the College Board has
been evaluating student writing ability for almost éighty
years. Surely, by now, there must be genéral agreément
about so basic a ﬁéEEéEIaé Eﬁé sorts of topics that are
Unfortunately, that is not the case at all.’ By far the
greater part of the research--and even of the closely observed

practice--relating to writing assessment has been concerned

boa
oo



7
Wwith the other énd of the process, the completed essay, and
especially with how to evaluate it reliably. Similarly; a
great part of the pedagogical literature is concerned with

ﬁféviaing éfféctive ways of fééaing back to individual

essays. Many books and artlcles, of course, have been
aevotéé_to the writing assignment as an .aspect of the
process of teaching ééﬁﬁaéiﬁién; But few of these couid be
caiied research=-being rather, at their begt,.pérsuasiVéiy
reasoned and detailed accounts of pracéiceg preferred by
‘their authors, and based more or less convincingly on some
ﬁgyéﬁéibgicai theory or tﬁedfy of diéééurse. Thé writing
assxgpments to be found in most books and essays on
composxtlon teachlng——though some of them are éensitive,
iﬁééﬁiéﬁé} lovingly sculpted, and undoubtedly entirely
effeétive féf their purposes--are rérely aﬁﬁféﬁfiété or even
Teacher Competency Examlnatlon. Only a relatively few"
resea chers in the natxonal testlng services .and at unlver51t1es
in América ané~the United KIngdom have concerned themselves
in a systematic fashion with the effects of variations in

essay topics on sStudent wrltlng performance.

AN iﬁTERLﬂﬁE FOR SKEPTICS
Before mov1ng on, it mlght be well to address the .

educationai skeptlc who will questlon whether all this




;
"scientific" activity being undértaken in the interests of
faifhéés; objectivity, and consistency of t'o'p'i'cg1 is .
likely to make much real difference. More specifically, he
will ask, aréqthé teachers who pass this eéxamination more
likely to be good teschsrs than teachers wﬁo would pass an
examination consisting of instructions to "write a paragraph
in the next ten minutes," and a rating pénéi of one randomly
selected citizen?
To take first the matter of the ratings, the 1itéfétdf§
is replete with stories of untrained raters éégiéﬁihg a

o

would care to be the writer who had to repeat the test
because ﬁié perfectly competent essay was given an F g? a
crochety rater; but looking at the whole émeéténcy examination
process, where the essays are used as a.scfééﬁiﬁg device for
many thousands of aspiring teachers, how important in the

long run are a few such inconveniences to the operation of

the state's school system?

Before making the conventional 6bjéctions, consider
that all present-day essay examinations are pale and diminished

1 . +
lthe question to which students write is variously

referred to as the stimulus, topic, assignment, ﬁfaﬁiéﬁ;‘
task, situation, and so on. "Topic" will be consistently

preferred in this paper.
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descendants of the 19th-century British Civil Service
Examinations: Back then; any young géntiémén agpiring to a
cushy post in India had to submit to writing for many hours

on various topics judged to be of central importance to

govérnors of heathen colonies--Greek and Roman ciaséics, for
example, history, natural philosophy. When the young
gentleman had written, his essays were sent off to an anonymous
reader, most likely a dusty don with family connections who
needed the reading fee. The reader's judgments were ﬁ§ﬁéiiy
'finéiléhé determined whether a particular candidate reached
India as a first-class passenger or a member of an infantry
tegimént.

The British Civil Servicé Examinations,; that is to say;
developed with a §féh& and utter disregard for such concerns
as content validity or reliability of rater jﬁdéﬁeﬁts;"'sg,'
in fact, did the whole vast and immensely important system
of British school and university examinations. (After all,
EéiiﬁégiiBE another's ability competently to asséss an éssay .
‘would be--impolite:) '

It would be, our skeptic would submit, extremely

difficult to concoct an argument in favor of the proposition

that. the Empire would have been better, or more humanely; or

more profitably administered if the Civil Service Examination

examiners became concerned with such American issues as

‘N\
vt




10
reliability, the Eﬁﬁiié (perhaps by coincidence) was lost
and England declined to a third-rate ﬁéwef; (For a more

_Eééiéééz)

our éké@Eiéai friend would likely approach the question
of the validity of éhé'eéSay topic from a psychological
rather than an historical point of view. Why worry he-would

ask, about the phrasing and content of the question? The
good student, in any casé, will answer the question the
examiner meant to ask rather than the one he said --
because he has learned to write to the situation rather than
the topic. Other students will sort themséives'out'by less
creative miéréédings,'and that is what the test is intended .
to accomplish after all: J

It is true that not only on a test but in daily life

fééiing pixyish, give the answer that the gquestion logically
| _demands--something on the order of "Yeah, why not?" or "If
you wish" or "Sure, I.don't care." Instead you give the
‘'Ssecretary your name and maybe your title, because you know
that her guestion is a polite code phfase'from'ébhehhéhdﬁéék

on secretarial etiquette that means, "Who are you anyway,
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and afg you important enough for my boss to want to talk to
you?“ .

In the same manner, when a good student is asked on an
eXamihatdoﬁ; "Should every able-bodied citizen be requlred
to spend a period of time in the armed forces?" he or she
does not answer, "Yes" or "No." One who did so, even
thought the question deserves precisely such a monosyllabic
dismissal, would be judged a fool or a wise guy and given a
failing grade.l Good students have learned that it is part
of a student's résponsibiiityfto make silken questions from
the pig's-ears teachers‘give them, and they do so as second
ﬁaﬁﬁfé: Even to the most stupidly-phrased topic good

sE&deﬁEs will respond as if the topﬂc\were a marvel of

thoughtfui 1ead1ng—forth and coolly ompose essays that

readers value.

Poorer students, on the other hand "lacking adequate
guidance from the topic and perhaps even foolish enough to
believe that their essays will have a reader who really
cares how they feel, may; in the effort to communicate with
naked honesty, compose, not the desired academlc essay, but;
) rambllng, stammerlng medltatlon, or sklllful but unwanted
§é£§6551 narratives, or even prose lyrics. Good students,
of course, realizes that their reader is as uninterested in
the student's feeiiﬁés as_Eﬁe student is in the topic--that -
‘the test is simply a pretense to draw out a specimen of

prose that can be put under a critical microscope. Would

.‘Nw B .
.
24
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ultimate real reason for most examinations is to separate

those whe are worthy by virtue of their attunement to the
unvoiced nuances of academic discourse from théSe'who are
not?2

If our iﬁédihéf?-éﬁéﬁfié‘é views have been strongly
phraéea;';e is; of course; because I_béiiéVé them to be
worthy of serious consideration. Why is is worth so much

trouble to produce a writing test? If the sole purpose of
an examination of writing skills were simply to assure the
public that gross illiterates are not being given teaching

certificates, then a much less complex and taxing process

than the one outlined in the Examination Handbook would

' certainly suffice. Candidates could be asked to write

<

20he skeptic's strictures on casual teacher-made essay

. _ - . . . . o o o 77.7 o . . 7'77+7
topics would not .apply to the carefully-develop and well-

testing services; but he would still object that, to the
extent their structuring is a matter of manifest content,
rather than rhetorical specification, the topics still play

to the same hidden agenda--rewarding students who can best
behave like professors. The subject is.dealt with at length

later. - o . S u
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anything at all and the illiterates would not be able to.
It would be that simple: EEE if the purpose of the examina-
tion is to establish some genuine and defensible standards
for teachers, then attention must be given to the validity
of those éEéﬁééféé and to the féifﬁééévéf Eﬁéif.éﬁﬁiiééfiéﬁ—-

if for no 6Ehéf reason than because late 20th-century
Americans denied admission to a profession they have successfully
prepared for, will (rather than merely stiffening their
1ips) go straight to court: And their lawyers wi- 1l know all
about validity and reliability.

But beyond that, there are pcgitive reasons for making
the writing test as’gbba-as,it can possibly be. A writing
fest will have a backwash effect on teacher-training curricula--
if students know they will be.held responsible for writing
well, they Qiii becomé concerned and demand more. attention
be given to their writing., At iéasﬁ somérbroféssorg who
.havé depended on objective tests will begin to assign writing;
others who have assigned writing but have read it just for
Wcontent" will begin to comment a bit on the conventions
of civilized discourse. And that will be all to the good.

Even further, if the examination is weli and carefully
form an invaluable corpus of data for researchérs, whose
work can lead to ¢iarification'bf some of the vexed and
‘tangled problems involved in the assessment of writing
ability and provide guidance to teacher education programs
'ébout the iénguégé néé&; of students and how to serve them.

b 1!;
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BUT DOES THE TOPIC MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

‘0f course the topic makes a difference. Otherwise, why
have topics? Otherwise, just ask examinees to write about

the topic may make: Or to whom. A study by Rosen (1969)
tends to confirm tre already-conjectured adaptability of the
superior student to different topics; he found that when
students were asked to writé successively in different
modes--exposition, story, argument--the most able writers
proéuéé& the greatést variation in T-unit length from mode

to mode. (Might this also suggest--in connection with

another aspect of the topic problem--that the gathering of
multiple samples of writing would tend to benefit mostly the
superior student?) At the other extreme; it is hard to

imagine a topic so cleverly conceived that it can lead a
marginally literate student to write a presentable essay.

So the quality and the content of a question are probably b%

the greatest consequence to the broad middle range of students. .
The purpose of a writing test, remember is not simply

to assess the quality of a single piece of writing; it is to

That is, as E. D. Hirsch puts it in his Philosophy of

Composition (1977), "“the purpose of the sample is to yeld

inferences about how well the student will write still

20
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further 'samples' in a variety ¢* writing situations" (p.-
187). "Another corollary point," Hirsch continues,
is less obvioﬁs‘ana perhaps léss well-known. A
student will exhibit far greater variations in the
quality of his ideas and aims than in the gquality
of his presentations. One topic is more pro-
ductive of good thinking for student A than student
B, and a different topic will reverse the results.
Thig has been convincingly established in researches
by Freedman and Nold (Hirsch; 1977, pp: 187-88;
see also Freedman, 1977 and 1978).

As the holistic rating system focuses the rater's
attention more on the quality of expréssion than on the
ideational Contéﬁt of a writing sample, Hirsh's point
suggeSté that between-topic differences are probably less
crucial in a competency test than in, say, a final examination
in a college course. |

éia:ityz;éspéciaiiy about what sort of writing is
wanted--is probably the most important aspect of topic
quality; indeed, Payne (1969) would claim that "the possible
ambiguity which results from the indefiniteness of an essay
task is probably the single most important contribution to
unreliability" (p. 82):

That the content-area.of a topic can be important is
ﬁOSt;arématiCéiiy demonstrated in an experiment by Rushton

and Young (1974) in which the essays of British sixth-form

: 21
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workers of the same age. On most topics, tﬁé”iahguagé fromh;

the two samples did indeed display the difference between
welaborated” and "restricted” linguistic codes (Bernstein,

1962) that have typically been found to distinguish éducatéd

and working 61&§§‘§§éékéfs; However, when the two groUpsw
' (Rushton and Young, 1974, p. 181). Studies by Freedman

(1977 and 1978) similarly demonstrateé that the essay ratings

can be affected by manipulating topics.

Rosen (1965) illustrates just what differences the

topic can make by_presénting“tWO essays, the first (A)

wxittén on the topic "A Typical Day's Shopping” and the

second (B) on the abstraction, "Boredom."

If we examine the actual language of a pupil, set

the right subject and the wrong subject, we shall
‘find a tremendous variation in adequacy and command. -
The two essays...illustrate this point perfectly.

They were $6Eﬁ written under éxam conditions,..:The
writer is a girl fifteén and a half. Lééﬂkﬁéﬁ
comfortable she is in Essay A. The mother's

behaviour is most carefully seiecté&; and the

leaps in time are handled with ease:...she is in
Command of her form and her material: She is
making words do what she wants them fo do:. The
tone is unified: What a pleasure it is to read

/- it....In Essay B the language stalls. It can't be

SO
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stretched around the vast generalization. The
tone staggers::., errors creep in, she repeats
herself, awkardly goes parsonical and undertakes
3 sermon of human séhaviaur;;;.rhere;is some trace

and above.all/'deadly dull (Rosen; 1965, P- 79).

What Rosen has dembnstrateé here is really that his
young stuaént is more comfortablé and competent in one mode
(the personal narrative) than in another (the contemplatlve
éssay) But what does one do about topics is he wishes to
assess a student's ability to write an essay rather than a’
narrative? And to what extent are the effects of differences
between topics within the same mode comparable to those

between topics calling for different modes?

We do not know: We need more research. (Our skeptic,

who has just been waiting for that'remark, collapses in

see what we can make of the rest of the 11tera§grelhw_“_hm;umnw;a'

"

SCOPE AND METHOD OF THE LITERATURE SEARCH

The Search of the literature on topics confirmed the

ihitiai impréssion that the‘topic--the stimuius to ﬁriﬁihé—-

There is some research, though, and several pertInent

theoretical analyses, so the recommendations that will be

23
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made at the concluslon of this paper fall somewhere between

authoritative andrarbltrary and are based on the best recent
work.
The biblibgraphy that accompanies this paper contains

citations of the major Studies and essays on the assessment

K

of writing competency.3 It also contains a representa;xve

selection of other books, papers, and reports that illﬁstrate
the variety of attitudes held and practices followed in x\
regéré.to the creation; editing, selection,; and presentatien
of essay tdpics,wseth in national EesEiﬁé programs and in .\‘

more informal institutional programs and classroom situations.
. For the record, it may be well Eo specify the sources \

of information that were consulted in the search. The

chapter bibilographies in two recent volumes edited by

Charles Cooper and Lee Odell--Evaluating Writing (1977) and

Research on Composing (1978)--were the starting points for *}\

|

the investigation: eomputer séarchés of the Educational

of the Handbook of Research on Teachlng, The Encyciqpedla

BffﬁaﬁééEieﬁal Reseérch, and other stahaafa reference works'

were consulted. L

3with some possible exceptions due to the circumstance
that a few apparently prbmisihg items were published in journals -
that are not évéilable 1oca11y and could not be obtained within

the time allotted to this review. E
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Early on, it was established that the landmark study in
the area is the one done by Gddschaik, Swineford; and
offman for EducatIonal Test:ng Service and published in

1966 as The Measurement of Writing Ability. It is almcst

invariably cited in subsequent studies, and it was therefore
decided that 1967 should be made the starting date for a
systematic search of other information sources. Accordingly.
volume-by volume seéréﬁes, 1967 through 1979; were made in

Dlssertatxon Abstracts International, the EducatloneIndex,

Sc1ence461tatxon Index, and Social Sc1enceecltatlon index,

@rofessional journéls and national testing service publlcatlons
likeliest to contain items relating to essay topics and

essay evaluatlon--Amerlcan Educational Research Journal,

College Composition and Communication, College English,

Educatlonal Measurement, Engilsh,Educatlon, Engllsh

Journal and a variety of perlodlcals and research reports
from the College Board, Educat:onal Test1ng Serv1ce, Amerlcan
‘College Testing Program; and the National Assessment of
' Educatlonal Progess. Then;, éhaptersion essay testing in

g

college textbooks on educational measurement publlshed since
1967 were examined. Finally, letters were written to
individual authors and sponsoring institutions for copies of
potentially reievant papers delivered at this year's meetings
of The American Educational Research Association and The

Natlonal Conference on Measurement in Education:
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items werée identifiéd and inspected. Thé larger humber were
articles were not pertinent. The practitioner literature--
"How our college evaluates eétc."-~proved to be of value
mainly as a source of redundant illustrations of a cavalier
disregard for the importance of the essay topic and only a
few illustrative titles are retained in the bibliography.
Research and essays on the writing of young children--the

,,,,, N

best work in the.field, without any doubt--were reluctantly
eliminated as being of uncertain applicability to the
fgiEﬁ&Eiéi of Eﬁé‘éaiiégé-éaﬁéétéa adult writer. Articles
ghat consisted solely on opinionated debates on the objective

subject matter knowledge, usually in literature.
SOURCES OF VARIATION .

The ratings of essay examinations are never entirely
consistent of reliable. The ratings are subject to error or
inconsistency from four sources (assuming conditions of
administration are held constant): :

1. The writer, whose performance on a particular .
occasion may be affected by .his physical condition,

his motivation,; and his interest

of the topic he is asked to write on.

26
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2. Certain features of the essay itself; besides

its "intrinsic" worth as a composition; an essay

-
“«

may bé; to its author's detriment, illégibly

handwrltten, filled with 1gnorant or careless

errors, or outrageous in its oplnlons.

‘3. The raters; who may become tired or bored or

inattentive, and who may or ma9 not have beén

adequately and effectively trained in the evalua-

tion methodology being<employed.

4. The topic or writing assignment, which may be

clearly or ambiguously phrased; rich or poor in

rhetorical possibilities; within or outside of the

examinee's range of competence:

It is obvious that none of these four factors really

operates independently. The writer's attitude and emotional

state may be in part a function of the task he finds himself

asked to perform. ' The quallty of a boplc cannot be established
apart from the characterlstlcs of the examinees who are

asked to respond to it. The gffectlvenessuof the tralnlng
given to the raters is put to the test by essays that are
written in a slovenly hand or that deal controversially with

matters dear to the féEéf s heart. And so forth.

Writer Characteristics ,

Investigators in a number of psychological and sociological

Specialities have, over the years, interested,; themselves in

Ple
~
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the correlates and antecedents of good and poor writing
pérfo;hdhéé; The litératuré is iargé and scattered over a
wide variety of technical journals, and no attempt is made
in the present essay to dlgest orsygthe51ze the research.

A

A sampllng of the llterature has not convinced us that the .
effort w6u1d be wbrth the whiié; giVén the rather narrow
purposes of this project: namely, to provide a set of essay
topics that will be fair and valid stimuli for certification
candidates to write to. For the most part, the psychological
and sociological researchers seem to put little more éfféft
into selecting topics than do some of the quick-and-dirty
evaluators we have already noticed. Their work establishes,
it would seem on a first impféééiéﬁ, that a fééﬁéﬁaéﬁt'é
class background, educational background, and individual
personality characteristics: Among the traits that have
been studied are, of course, race (See the bibliographies in

Janzen and Hallworth, 1973; and Schmi&t, Bérner, and ﬁunter;

the only one in the literature that has found "no dlfference
between males and females), and social class (Bernstein,
11962). But other traits that have been studied include
motivation (Mcéiéiiand, 1973), "Wtitingjabéféﬁéﬁéiéﬁ“ (Daly
and Shamo, 1976) and preference for speaking over writing
(Davis and Taft, 1976). (This last study, iﬁtéféétiﬁély,
,concludes that preference for speaking, thch is assoc1ated

with high oral competence, results from being skllled at

o
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speaking in the first place, so that speaking is sdcially
re1nforc1ng, preference for wrltlng, on the contrary, is EQE
associated with high competence in wrltiﬁé; but seems to
stem, paradoxically, from poor oral competeﬁceléﬁ& consequent
lack bf'enchﬁéﬁt of social intercourée.)

Everyone agrees, to the extent it no longer really
needs to be documented, that variations in examination
conditions can affect respondents in ways that will affect
performance quality in writing and other sorts of tests; and
ahy carefully constructed examination program will ensure
uniformity of conditions as a matter of course. The same
can be said about the gquality of examination conditions: as
much as possible, the examination room must be well-lighted,
quiet; comfortable, free from aiétiécting movement; the
psychological environment must be businesslike, but positiYe
and non-threatening. Work recently reported by Clark (1970)
generalizes the latter conditions to the essay test instructions
themselves, demonstratlng that they can affect a student's
anx1ety level and willingness to write.

' These studies are germane to our present purpose,
really, only in that indirectly call attention £o the
importance of the Eapia in an essay.tést of writiné skiiil.
The studies have established that writing performance wiil
differ predictably between groups, and within respondents
from occa51on to occasion: But the hollstlcally—rated essay
is a form of crlterlon—referenced examination; and once the
criteria have been established and internalized by the
raters, it would be a violation of the integrity of the.

29
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rating process to give special consideration to a writer
who; for example; obviously belongs to a disadvantaged
minority, or speaks English as a second language, or (if the

facts were known) tends to freeze in an examination situétiOn,f
or feels ill (at least some students on most test administrations

don't feel well today"), or has some other trait which may

,‘//

have been established as correlated with poor writing performance.
This means that any accomodation of these traits-mdst be\ |
made either in the process of selecting topics or in the \\\ |
deliberations about cut-off scores. But the cut-off point \\\
of a holistic essay examination establishes itself, in a 7
manner of spéaking; and is not subject to manipulation--if

the raters agree an essay deserves the lowest possible

score, which is by definition "unsatisfactory;" there is no

way to interpret or redefine that score as passing: (Examiners

using an objectively-scored test, on the other hand, where
the scores decrease in increments, can adjust the cut-off .
point so that the percentage of failures is realistically
acceptable. This cannot be done with a pass-fail Sort of
grading scale, so that it is at leasﬁﬁtheorétiéaiiy possible
either pass it or fail it:)

And that leaves the essay topic as the sole point where
some provision can be made for the expected diversity of
social, ethnic, and personality traits that may affect

writing pérformance.

31
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Essay Characteristics

' The research on essay characteristics has tended to
concentrate on the effects upon raters' judgments of poor
handwriting and/or frequéncy and seriousness of mechanical
and usage errors (é.g., Chase, 1966; Henderson, 1977; Klein
and Hart, 1968; Marshall, 1967 and 1972; Marshall and ioﬁérs,
,1969:_Scanne11 and Marshall, 1966). The results of these
studies are somewhat mixed, but it seems safe to say that

raters can consistently be taught in the course of a good

training program not to give these features undue importance.
Much the same is probably true of extreme opinions (Freedman,.

1977 and 1978), though it ‘is undoubtedly discreet for examiners

about politics and religion.

Rater Behavior

The literature on ratér behavior and between-rater
differences is voluminous. (See, for only a sample, Coffman,
1976; Cooper and Odell, 1977 and 1978; Diederich, French,
and Carlton, 1961; Diederich; 1974; Ebel, 1965; Follman and
Anderson, 1967; Freedman, 1977 and i97§; Godschalk, Swineford,
and Coffman; 1966; EPenderson, 1977; Hirsch, 1977; HﬁﬁEiéy;

' Schmeiser, and Stiggins; 1979; Jerabek and Dieterich, 1975;

Steele, 1978; and Stalnaker, 1951.) That raters can predictably

31
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be trained to hoiisticaiiy:gré&e essays at high and acceptable
jevels of reliability is as firmly estéﬁlishea as anything
in the education literature-so firmly that theCOurts (e.qg.,
Whitfieid v I11inois Board of Law Examiners, 1974) have -
1aid down that there is no basis for relief for a failed
examinee in the fact that an essay eieminatlon was scored
Tsﬁbjectiveiy.

The literature deélihé with topic construction for
examination purposes consists, unfortunately for present
purposes, largely of precepts and reports of practlces. in
few instances has rigorous theory or systematlcally gathered
to toplc seiectxon; Most of the s1gn1f1cant literature on
‘topics in some way relates ‘'or refers to the work on essay
testiﬁg_aaﬁé 5§ the Educational Testing Service, the College
Entrance Examination Board and the American College Testing
§£5§;§ﬁa and the fact that those organizations; after many
?éérs of grappllng with the problems of evaluating wr1t1ng
ability through essay examinations; can offer 11tt1e emplrlcaliy-
férouhded guidance on essay construction glves some idea of
the practical ahd conceptual difficuities surrounding the
problem. | |

An uncertainty is additionally involved in applying the
precepts of ETS; CEEB; ACT, and most other writers on the
subject; since the great bulk of the work reported in the
literature has been done with examinees considerably younger
than those who will be taking ‘the Teaéﬁeivcaﬁpéﬁéﬁcy_,‘ |

32
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is not impossible, however, for it does in fact contain much

ébéd common sense éﬁ& hard-earned practical expertise:. It

must be a&ﬁifte& at the start; though, that the liééfafﬁfé

will hot yiéid proceaures as firmiy established as those
governing the rating of essays; nor can it advance our
understanding of the imponderables involved in topic construction
to the point wheré-“profeégiOnai judgment" and field-testing

of individual topics can be dispensed with.
QUESTIONS ABOUT TOPICS o a

The questions that have been asked about essay topics
may be grouped under fBﬁf headings, in the féiiéwiﬁé fashion.
‘1.  Source: how should topics be created? by
whom? by what process should be gquaility, difficﬁlfy,
and validity of topics be controlled?
2. Time: how long a period of time should
examinees be given to compose their essays? what
are the effects upon ratings of varying periods of
; time?
3. Options: should examinees be given a single
set topic or a nﬁmber of optional topic§ from '

which to choose?
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4. Content and structure: to what extent should

the elements of the rhetorical situation be specified?

to what extent should the topic supply content for
. the essay? what sort of category of discourse
should the topic elicit? what relationships are
there bétWéén-variations in the content and structure
of topics and the quality of essays?

Some of the answers that have béén offered to these

questions will be surveyed in the following sections.

Source of Topics

The inEiﬁé; editing, and selection of topics is; of
course, a crucial step in the creation of a valid essay
e;amihatién. A topic is intended, on the one hand, to give
the ekéminee an occasion tb writé ané iéeaiiy;-éisd SGmething
interesting or motivating to writeé about. On the other
hand, the topic is intended to limit and channel thé examinee's

choices, so that the resulting essay will exhibit the

features the examiners are interested in evaluating. In an
examination, for example, where the purpose is to determine

how well the candidates can handle the conventions of the
' expository essay and of Edited American English, it would

not do to have a topic so poorly
examinee legitimately to respond by writing, say, a poem,
folksy personal narrative; or a short play in dialect:

Contrarily, if an examiner is interested in an examinee's

:34




N

29
ability to express his feelings about some issue of personatl
significance, it would not do to have a topic so phrased as

to allow the examinee to escape from the chalienge by

‘that even the .smallest alterations in the wording or punctuation
of a topic may create all sorts of opportunities for new
creative misreadings by examinees: Systematié attention to

this elementary problem of communication between test-writer
choice objective examinations. (See Hoffman, 1963).

Critics have found it easy to demonstraté that particular
questions contain ambiguities or unintended possibilities

for variant interpretations of such a nature that examinees--
éspecially briéht and verbally creative ones--may be led to

interprét one of the intended distractors as actually a

better quality answer than the purported “"right" one:

The problem of constructing a fair and defensible essay
topic is essentially the same as that of constructing a fair
and defensible objective test item: In both cases; simply
due to the nature of language and human communication, it is

or essay topics is a process that requires the Sensitive

judgment of experienced professionals, and it is so complex

-~
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and slippery a process that the judgment of one expert or
oné small committee of experts is never enough. Good

questions and good topics, that is to say, are, like poems,

not written, but rewritten.

is to be emphasized, is not essentially a different or more

"subjective" process than the construction of a good objective
examination item. If anything, the essay topic requires
even more care and attention, since the essay examination is

essentially a one-question test:

The literature on essay examinations, however, shows
Ehat, at least until very recently, there has been a sharp
difference of attitude betw sn staff member of the national
testing Seréiceégana evaluators based in schools, universities,

and state education department toward the importance and

difficulty of éssay topic construction. While the testing

services (séme of whose procedures will be examined below)
have over the years devoted careful attention to topic
development, the published reports from other sources
show an attitude toward topic selection that is, to put it
charitably; very casual: |

Some studies on rater reliability have been conducted

on sets of essays gathered from Bnglish instructors and
contain no mention of the topic or topics on which the essay
were written. Most report without further specification

that students were asked to write on an assigned topic or on

one of severéi'aSéigne& topics. A few recent éx&mpiés:

36 g
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Swanson (1975) simply asked his subjects to "elaborate on a
subject of choicé"; a report from the cCaiifornia State
Department of Education (1977) notes in passing that students
were randomly assigned "oneé of five topics";: a report from
the Educational Research Institute of British Columbia
(1977) specifies that students wrote on "five selected
topics" prepared by a committee of three English professors;
Duke (1974), in a fépbrt on a college testing program,
presents several illustration of what look like imitations
of the structured topics familiar from Scholastic Aptitude
Tests, but says little about how the topics were written or
validated.

Students taking’ the Georgia Regents writing examihation
are given the choice of writing on one of two topics, the
list (Rentz, 1978) of alternative topics that are, it is to
be assumed, intended to be-functionally equivalent. There
is, however, little éxplicit information in the extensive
literature on the Georgia examinations on how the topics may
have been created and validated, and even a quick inspection
of the topics raises some serious questions about their
quality and equivalency. Thése examinations will be aiéaaégéa
in some detail later on; as a rather typical example of current
competency examinations:
of essay topics--even: the seeming lack of curiocsity about
thé problems ihvoiVé&——ié, I would suggest, simply an

. : 3
)7

<
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extension into the areas of research and formal assessment
of some traditional academic éEEiEﬁaéé toward examinations:
How one tests hié or her students, afEéi ali;, is an iﬁpéfﬁahf

can write competent topics: The lmportance placed on the

‘details of wording of essay topics has also been minimized

by the fact that any teacher or professor can (as- argued at
the beginning of the paper) safely assdme that his worthier
students are sophlstlcated enough ;n the conventions of
dcademic discourse that they will answer the guestion he
wants them to answer, rather thaa the one he may have

happened to ask.

when the essay is used, measure subject matter mastery in

\

la course of study. Bu? it may 1ead to trouble when extended

to a large-scale testing program. This is well illustrated -
in one of a series of reports that E. M. White (1974) has
made on the California State University and College Freshman
English Equivalency Examination. Students taking this
examination each year are to write a ninety-minute essay on
a set topic. A committee of English professors from the
California system was charged with writing -’thedtopics; and
the details were explicitly "left to the discretion of the
Committee on English.” (Proposed topics, according the

White, were field-tested and "somewhat modified" by the same

38
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*  Committee that created them in the first place.) When

scores on the 1973 and 1974 administrations of the examination
were found to differ significantly, a critical examination
of the topics on the two examinations was undertaken and it
was concluded that the topic on the 1974 examination--which
called for some hHighly abstract reasoning--was manifestly
more difficult than the 1973 question--which called for a
reflection on a personal experience.

These between—topic differences cast doubts on the
validity of a very expensive testing program, and White
remarks, with nice understatement, "It is the intention of

the directors.:.to give more thought, more attention, and
examination. (See, for comparison, White, 1977.)

In contrast to those who would prefer to believe that
any English teacher or professor can turn out satisfactory
topics on demand,; the Educational Teétingléérvicé has long
recognized the impoftancé of topics and. the difficulty of
creating good onés that meet the particular needs of their
various programs. Over the. years ETS has developed a set of
proéééurés for shaping the highly-structured sorts of questionms
for which they early-on developed a preference. The procedures
essentially involve passing proposed questions through a

through a process of successive approximations; turn out

topics that are, from year to year, functionally equivalént

in the demands they make upon and the opportunities they

/- . - 3y
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offer to the examinees. 7
Here is how the topic epeélflcatlons and the editing
process are descrlbed in a handout which is given to readers
of the Scholastic Aptitude Test:
An essay topic used in a College Board English
Composition Test must meet specification quite
dlfferent from those for a topic ﬁéé& only in a
élagsroom. It must be self-explanatory; it must
bé defined and 1imite'd’ It must be topic that
‘have-some information about: It must be a toplc
so stimulating that every candidate will have
something to .say immediately. It must be a topic

: A e - . sl iic
'\;/\ that YOung and ihéxperiencéd candidates can write

mInutes in a tense 51tuat10n to produce their
/

_essays. ‘It mist not be a toplc that calls férth
merely a perfunctory presentat on of cliches or a
topxc canﬂldates are likely to have written about
~many times before. It must” not be_a topic that
inéucéé an emotional response on thelﬁart'éf a
.canaiaate; eQen as it must not be a topic that
reader of the essay. The ab111ty to write lS what

is to be evaluated; and everythlng that 1nterferes

w1th the evaluation must be e11m1nated or, at the

‘
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very least, mitigated.

As you can guess, the choice of tépiés is
extremely difficult. One of the dev1ces used to
help the committee is pretesting:

Each year, from the fifty or so topics
sibmitted by committee members for consideration,
the Committee of Examiners prepares about twenty
essay - toplcs for admInIstratlon in pretest form to
students in College Board;membef\felleges throughout
the country; A selected group of readers scores
the essays and ‘evaluates the topics: Are there
both good papers and poor papers? Will readers be
able to score the responses reliably? Are the
responses boring to read? Does the topic allow
the candidate to call upon other than an extremely
personal background to provide specific examples?
Is the topic limited enough? Is it structured

enough? Can the candidate put to good use the

are supplemented by statistical data, the Committee
of Examiners chooses the topic for the test.
(TS, 1976) |
This sort of procedure for developing topics may be
represented as the state-of-the-art, and it is strongly,
recommended that some version of it be used to select and

validate topics for the Teacher Competency Examination. The

1]
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process recognizes the inherent subjectivity of the whcle
process and the fallability of any one expert's judgment,

evidence of field tests and the criticisms of outside consultants, -
that a particular §fé§6éed’item is appropriate to the purposes
of a particular examination.

The American College Testing Program, the National
Aéééééﬁéﬁf of Educational ﬁrbgréss;'and various independent
. reseachers--whose work will be discussed in the later
section on "Content and Structure"--have used similarly
careful, mufti;stép approaches to aéVéioéihé quite different
sorts of topicg and topic;situétiéhé.' |

v

How much time should examinees be given to write the essay

4

Being able to write an impromptu essay that is coherent,
effective, and free from mechanical disfigurations is a
useful and even ﬁéééééary skiii4=téachérshwriting reports to
parents, executives Wfifihg business letters, and police
officers writing their daily reports, for example, do not
usually have the luxury of leisurély reflection and revision
a paper within a generous time-frame. The ability *o write
well under pressuré--to produce éiéfédiﬁié first draft paper
on demand--is a skill that is more likely to be developed,

{ ? [



more than others. To speak specifically of candidates for
teacher certification, students majoring in English, history,
foreigi laiiguages or minorifig in such areas as philosophy
are almost certain to have had much more practice in turning
out impromptu essays than are studehts in'academic diséiplines
not so centrally involved with language--mathematics,
science, physical education, elementary education, and so .
on. 1In some disciplines and in some universities, in fact,
it seems possible for a teacher education student to perform
credibly in' his professional studies without .writing at
all--all evaluation being done, for "s¢iéntifié" reasons, by
means of objective examinations. It also seems very likely
that students who are attracted into the essentially verbal
aiééiéliﬁéé such as English are those who are blessed in the
first place with the verbal skills that will allow them to
shine in éﬁ‘iﬁﬁibﬁﬁfﬁ essay examination. (In preliminary
work done on -the writing examination at FSU in the fall of
1978; four English majors happened to be included in a
' sample of some 120 students who wrote essdys: they received
four of the five highest. grades.) The point of these remarks
is that the abiiity to write an impgbmptu essay is a special
skill ghat is differentially practiced and differentially
developed.

It seems reasonable, then, to proposed that the shorter
the period of time allowed for the éiéﬁiﬁééé to write, the
éfééééf the premium that will Sé Sléééa on prior éiﬁéfiéﬁéé

in iﬁﬁfBﬁﬁEﬁ writing and on native glibness. (The twenty

13

°



; 38

minute ésgay currently being included in .the College Boards
language skills examinations has to be more a test of Bﬁil-.
throwing ability Eﬁéﬁ writing ability.)

Consider further that the shorter the period of time
allowed for Eﬁé‘é§§é§; the greater the contradiction between

test conditions and those emphasized in contemporary rhetorical

theory as essential to good writing: (In very brief, current
theory insists that writing is not a matter of fihdiﬁg'wérds
for pfé;éxisfiﬁg ideas, but a process for discovering meaning;
it therefore emphasizes the importance of time spent playing
with language and ideas, and aSsumes that the first draft of
a paper--the sort of thing turned out by a student in an
impromptu situation--is only an early step on the way to a
finished piece of writing.)

Good writing, according to most current authorities, is
a matter of rewriting. Stﬁ&éﬁtéciékihé Eﬁé College Boards
Advanced Placement tests in Literature are allowed three

hours to complete an essay; and it is possible that within

the purposes of the Teacher Competency Examinations--necessary
in the present case. What is called for is a time period
generous enough for the competent but not unusually glib
writer to think through the problem presented by the topic,
compose a response to it, and re-read his composition

several times for purposes of clarification and error

IR
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ccrrection.
A

How long will this take? For the most part, assessment

ﬁfoéfams in colleges and un:vers:tles have given students _

wrlte their essays. ' The class:c study of writing evaluation

by Godschalk, Swineford, and-coffﬁan (1966) uséd five essays
) supposedly different rhetorical type: The students were
given forty minutes to write three of these essays, and -
(without explanation) twenty minutes to write the other two.
A study conducted in connectlon with the Georgla Regents
Program at Fort Valley College (1974) administered the essay
‘examlnatlon, wh1ch was normally written under a forty-five .
m1nute time limit, w1thout any time restrlctions.' Of the
161 students taking the test under these condition; l47 took

Georgza study compared essays wrltten under four contrasting

condltlons:

30 minute time limit=-no choice of topic
30 minute time limit--choiceé of topic
45 minute time limit--no choice of topic

45 minute timeflihit--choice of topic.

Only the thirty minute-choice of topic condltlon gave

szgnlflcantly inferior results (presumably because students

#N
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spent too much of their time considering what to write
about) . "In general," the study concludes, "it seems that

increasing time to 45 minutes may improve performance ; it
is pot clear whether 'choice' or 'no choice' would result in

The analyses concentrated on differences between essays
rated "1" (failing) ana "2" (minimally passing). The
investigator concluded that "mechanical factors, including
spelling, punctuation, and uéégé arée not the principal
reasons for failure on the essays. For level 1 (failing)
essays, the scores on the three mechanical criteria are
relatively high." further,anaiyéeé suggested that "a lack
of time may be a contributing cause for both 1 and 2 essays,"
since the weakest elements ih4tﬁé§é low-scored essays had to

do with paragraph structure development and thesis development.:
: P

In conclusion,; the study recommended that "the time allotted

for writing the essay should be increased to not less than

That is about the extent of the research on time
allotments for essays. Testing practice, as noted éiréaay,
centers on a ﬁorty—fivé to fifty minute period for school
based testing programs. Programs such as the California

English Equivalency Examinations seem to prefer a ninety

16"



minute perioé.

All things consideréd, this writer's recommendations
would be that thirty minutés is too short for anything
except showing off, an hour is just about right, and forty-

five minutes is minimaiiy éCCeptabié.

Should thére beé oneé topic or.optionai togics?

There has been little research done on this aspect of
essay examinations, but it would be fair to say that the

weight of expert opinion céﬁéé down, with re#ervations;_éﬁ
the side of providing a single essay topic--in part; our
friendly skeptic might infer; because the people who write
essay topics think they are smarter than anyone else involved
in the process. Certainly some authorities hesitate to give
_ the student credit for any common sense at all. Meyer
(1939), for example, argued that students should not be
allowed options because they lack the ability to choose the
option on which they will perform best. For Someé reason
this canard has become part of the conventional wisdom on
the subject, being repeated as late as 1976 by Mehrens, who
goes .on to add injury to insult by stating that there is
general agreement that the provision Of options may penalize

the BiiéﬁEéf'students, who ﬁaywéﬁéaéé the more difficult and
complex topic and not be able to treat it adequately in the
available time (Mehrens, 1976, p. 104).

A iess éon&escen&ing;obﬁectidn to options is that it is
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difficult to produce options that are of equal difficulty.
But there is no basis for:assuming that it is any easier to
produce a single topic that will be fair to a large and
diverse population of éxaminééé. |

To come at the problem another way: if a single topic
is set, at least some of the examinees will find it unstimu-
lating or outside their experience and will not write theqr'
best in fééﬁaﬁéé.Ea it; if a number of options are §f66iaéa,

the resulting essays may range over a variety of literary

types of modes and the rater may find themselves continually |
_ haViﬁé Eé re-adjust their criteria to éééoﬁb&afé the rhetorical
differences among essays. In either case, a pOSSibiy |

significant source of error is intro&ude& into the eXéminétion

‘prbceSS. .

A Georgia Regents study (1977) .of the intéractions-

between time and options found that the provision of options
had a deleterious effect only when a very short time period
was allowed for writing the essay. Ano£her study, Du Cette
and Wolk (1976), compared the performances of 187 college
studéents who were EiVéﬁ-é single topic and an optional topic
mid-term éiéﬁiﬁéﬁiéﬁ in 5ﬁ“é&ﬁééfiaﬁéi psychology ééﬁféq.-

They found that "The Ss given the optional examination-
e aéhiéved significantly poorer scores than Ss not given
options" (p. ipd). The investigators 5££e: little to
explain why this may have béen the caseé and concludé cautiously

that, whilé giving options on a teacher-made, subjéct-

1
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centered examination produced poorer test performance, "this
does not necessarily mean that with another type of test,
110) .
Gronlund's chapter on essay tests, in his widely-used

Constructing Achievement Tests (1977), argues, on the basis

of the available svidence and professional judgment, against
.Eﬁé'pfovision of optioné} but Eéﬁéédéé that

in some special situation, the use of optional

questions may be defensible. For example, if the

essay is to be usea as a measure of writing skill

only, some choice of topics on which to write may

be desirable" (p. 72, emphasis in original).
All of which is not awfully helpful in deciding whethér the
Teacher CéﬁﬁéEéﬁéy-Examination should provide one topic or
several optional Eépicﬁ. It does seem safe; however; to
" jssert that the weight of opinion among composition teachers
is iﬁ‘f&v65 of prgviding many options for the sake of
féirnééé to the examinees, -while the consensus among professional
gesters is for the single topic, for the sake of higher |
reliability among the raters: The College Board and the
Educational Testing Service long ago settled on a solution
to the dilemma that seems to serve their purposes well.: S
Stiidents taking one of the ETS examinations that call for |
the production of a writing sample will be given a single

topic, but one so elaborately structured as to give all

-
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examinee Something in common to write about, thereby -

minimizing difference in knowledge .and background among the
v

examinees.

McColly (1870), in his review of the research on the
evaluation of ﬁfifiﬁé ability, féiSés.scmé importantvquésfions
about single-topic examinations of this sort. |

of response lowers the validity and reliability of

 test essays, the writing test topic is traditionally

quite highly structured. The principle which

dﬁ&éiiies this approach to topics seems to be that
if all the writers éréugiVén something to say, the
cffects of knowledge as such will be held more

constant than otherwise from writer to wfitéf;'éia
genuine variability due to differences in writing

ability will more clearly emerge (McColly, 1970,

p. 152).

4McColly also raises the question of whethér one sample
of writing is an adequate base upon which to found a judgment
of an examinee's writing ability. Heé notes Diederich's

considered opinion that éven two themes are "totally inadequate, '
and remarks that "if -a topic is absolutely valid then a .
sample of one topic is sufficient provided that other

sources of error...are removed." Therefore, "the matter of
topic vaiiait§ is perhaps more essential than any other
aspect of essay testing in relation to research," but "so
far there has been none conducted" (p. 152).°

a()
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McColly then supplies this example of a structured ETS-
typé topic which calls on thé examineéé to write about
societal conventions.> \

Conventional is a word frequently used to refer to

customary-attitudéé, beliefs, or actions. In the
United States it is a convention,for men to be
clean-shaven, women to wear a certain amount of
maké—up; boys to beAinterested in sports, and girls
to be interested in bécéﬁiﬁg wives and mothers.

A person who is unconventional in some ways departs
DAY

e
e e g — = S L
from the conventions of action or belief ‘of the
society ‘of which he is a part. With this éié&éﬁéEiaﬁ

in mind, discuss the following statement: "Convention
is society's safeguard, but also its potential
: S

/
/

g P I PRy
5Very significantly, the conventions put forth /as

thereby largely invaiidating the topic. The mcf§1 here
seems to be that it is not possible to work up a collection

of topics once and for all and then sample £rom the collection

for subsequent administrations of the test. New topics
will have to be writtén--or old ones re-validated--

periodically.
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‘executioner."® To what extent and in what ways do
you agree with this statement? Use examples and

details from your knowledge and eibéfiénce to:

support your conclusion. "

When compared to a wide:opéﬁAféﬁié such as, "Discuss
conventionality," such a Structured topic certainly does

succeed in filtering out of some extent the effects of

-

On the other hand, it seems clear...that in giving

all students a basic contént, and asking them in

task becomes really a task in iqgic moré than oﬁe

in pure writing...The topic says to the student,

you have been given an explanation of convéntionaiity,
you have certain ideas and attitudes toward conven-
tionaiity based on ybﬁr knowledge and experience,

and you have béén given a metaphorical maxim about

as discourse containing a proposition and a proof.

éThé sterile pomposity of the profféréd quotation, by
the way, seems all too typical of éépics of this sort, perhaps
encouraging an anSWefiﬁé and artificial pomposity from the
examinee. Our skeptic would suspect that the intention of
some examination Writérs has been to elicit the use of an
elevated and "literary" persona to help distinguish the

deserving examinee from his more plebian rivals.

O !
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The view taken here is that for a writing-

of filtering out not only differences ascribable
to knowledge, but also those arising from fiuency
in logical operations (McColly, 1970, pp. 152-53).
'Tcpics which are designed to do this latter thiﬁg:hoaever——
McColly d?gé as an example a topic asking whether the
examinee agrees that "The best things in life are free"--

/- : : - - ; S
A\pften raise another sort of problem: it is impossible for

"without saying in effgct that the idea is so trite and
mearniingless asbto be iﬁcaﬁabie of any kind of treatment"
(McColly, 1970, p: 153)

One would alsoc have to pity the rater who found himself

having to spend several days reading essay after essay
written to either the “conventionality" topic or the even
‘more simple-minded "best things" one. The Educational

Testing Service, despite its dedication to the single topic
as the best approach Edfa writing EéSﬁ; ié awéie of the
possibility of ratér boéégbm as a threat to réliability. . A
sheet of criteria cigCuia£ea to the editors of proposed ETS
essay topics asks them éo cbnsidér whether they would "be
willing to read essays on this topic for several days in
succession?" (Cbnién;‘i§79); |

between-examinee diffe%ences_in information by supplying

content and various clies for handling it; this measure of
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control over the éssays by' the topic will, in turn, reduce

the raters cons1stent1y to sapply a single set of standards.
.On the négative side, the single essay.topic wi11 aimost
surely leave a certain number of examinees scrambilng for -
somethlng to say about a subject that is unfamiliar and
un1nterest1ng to them; in addition, the ‘Control 6Ver the
form and content of the essays exercised by the toplc may SO
reduce the literary range of the essays “as .to encourage
rater boredom and inattention:

The prov151on of optional topies; on the pos1t1ve side,
increases the chances each examinee will find oné upon
wh;ch he has somethlng to say (and somethlng he wants to
say); in turn, the more personal and unpredictable nature of -
the essays should make it éasier for the raters t; give each
essay fresh attention.- On the neéative siae; it is extremely
difficult to provxde a set of topics that are equlvalent in
difficulty and compos1t10na1 opportunltles--and there will
not be time enough for an examinee who discovers he has
 mistakenly chosen a poor fopic to go back and Gorrect his
" mis-step; in addition, the same variety of response that
encourages rater.attentién; ﬁéi simultaneously create
confusion in ‘the application of standards.

The obvious solution to these contradictions seems to
be to create topics that combine the strerngths of the two
approaches while minimizing the shortcomings of each. One

way of abinévthis would be to devise a single and rather

4 - N
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elaborate and structured set of instructions for the essay
itself (in order to provide,enough rhetorical uniformity to
make ratings consistent), while at the same time supplying a
set of cptiéné as to essay content. If the instructions are
well-written and the topic-contents carefully selected as
suitable to the examinees' common backgrounds, this should

and decrease rater boredom with overly-similar essays.
TYPES OF STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF ESSAY TOPICS

Thoughful writers of essay topics have gone about their
jobs in aifferent ways, according to their different purposes.
There is no standard terminology for describing the differences
_between the different Sorts of essay topics that have been
produced, so terms will have to be invented, according to

the amount of sSubjéct matter content supplied and the kind

content and structure producing five sorts of essay topics
may be identified, although they of course overlap and fade
. into one another.

1. Abstraction-centered. The first sort of

topic--and by all odds the commonest--may be
‘characterized as having two separate parts--(l) a

-

set 6f-iﬁéfidc£ioﬁs, éonSisting of abstract and
édﬁétimés arbitréry injundtioné about how the
writer is to proceed and (2) a question upon which

N,
"
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to proceed;' In all the instances that have turned

up in the literature, there are several optional

1

questions. This is the sort of topic that has
been used in the Georgia Regents Ekaminatidhé, and
is common in home-made college English placement -

tests. | k

2. Content—-centered:. The second sort of topic;

ﬁéffééféééﬁy the Eaﬁéafibﬁal Testing Service,

has already been discussed. Its usual form
includes an abstract disquisition on some mildly
controversial state of affairs, a striking or
paradoxical quotation epitomizing the issue, and
instructions to the writer to look to his own
éxperién¢és,ahé write an essay expressing his own
position on the case. The emphasis ﬁéfé i§ 6h
the content, ané part, of the test is to determine
whether the examinee is a good enough scholar to
find a form and voice appropriate to the argument
and the occasion:

3. 20le-centered. An original approach to

elic ‘ting sample essays is under development by
the American College Tésting Program. The content
is presented by wayrgf fépé recordings, and the
instructions ecall upon the éxaminéé to play a
specified role and to write, in thét role, a
communication intended to achieve some specific

purpose conpécted with the content that has been

56



presenteé.

4. Audience-centered. The topics that have been

devéloped by the National AsSessment of Educational
Progress differ from the foregoing in that they

are designed not for holistic, but for primary=

trait scoring. That is to say, in each case the
raters will be looking specifically for the -

presence or absence or traits or features that

have been identified as cruéia} to the particular
kind of discourse being préd@céd. The topic here

is essentially a simulation of a social situation
and the examinee is directed to write a ééﬁﬁﬁhiéétiéﬁ

purpose.
5. Student-centered. In its various forms; this

approach uses a structure resembling a programmed
textbook for the purposes of (a) allaying student
anxiety and (b) leading the student through the
writing of a weii;constructed essay by supplying
him, not with content and a statement of purpose,
but with e.g., a topic sentence, trénsitions; and
J suggestions for a conclusion. (Clark, 1979.)
Each of these sorts of topics except the last--which
. strikes .us more as a valuable teaching method than as a

useful method for evaluating adult writing ability--will be

discussed below in more detail, in an effort to see what the
differing methodologies may be able to contribute to the S

S7
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decisions that have to be made about the" topics\for the

L 7 7 7 o \
Teacher Competency Examination.: \

. /"l N ) L
; {

The Abstraction-Centered Topic

Examinations of this sort seem rarely to show any signs
of having received much critical attention. Maybe what is

basically wrong is that a test of abstraction-centered topics
is so easy to write:

Figure 1 reproduces the essay examination given students
taking the Georgia Regents Examination: It is a good speci-=
fen of the type. Note that the emphasis in the instructions
is on (1) the administrative details of the task and (2) the
_abstract specifications of a good essay (or, rather, the
process of producing such an eséay). Actﬁally;Jthe &déiéé

under heading 2 is an indirect way of informing the examinéé_\\

e —

"organization," "central idea," and "topic sentence" mean,
they do not need the advice; if they do not know what the
terms mean; it is too late for the advice to do any good

now: Similarly,; since no one deliberately makes "serious

errors in diction, sentence Structure, and paragraph
déVélopment,“ what eérthiy good is served_by advice to avoid

them?

W]
QO ;
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insert Figure 1 Here

The instructions bear all the marks of the harried English
proféssor assigned to writé an examination he has no»ihtérest

o
little thought: Considér just these two samples (included

in Rentz, 1978): “
i5. Do you favor or oppose the géaié of the
women's liberation movement in the United States?
Why? .

16. Is too much empha51s placed on grades in our

education system? Explaln.

‘ First, our skeptic would ask, what is the difference
between ilWhy?" ah&'"Eiﬁiain"? Is an examinee supposed to_do
différéent thlngs in response to these two léﬁiééliy distinct

injunctions? If so, what? Second, is there a reason why
topic 15 is phrased so as to invite a ﬁéfééﬁai response and

16 phrased so as to call for an objectxve consideration of

the problem? Third, iS the examinee supposed to take

~literally the ébec1ficétion'in topic 15 that one must either

\
"f&vor or opposé" the women's liberation movement? (And is

that ﬁ\rase actually neutral, or is it perhaps emotionally
\ ————— el 2 . - N - — e
ioaded in a“wvway that "women's movement," is not?) Fourth,

does the terms "explain" in topic 16 explicitly commit the

\\ . 'J l)



 FIGURE 1
. i LANGUAGE SKILLS EXAM
o - - Essay
i " (45 Minutes)

Geéeneral Directions: The purpose ~% this test is to find out how well you can
Write an essay. You have a choi: : setween twd topics. Having read the short
statements or questions which tel: you what each topic is about, decide which
you prefer and mark an "X" in the opox which follows that topic statement or

question. You will, of course, choose the topic on which you feel you can do’

your best writing. You should first organize what you want to write; then be-

gin writing on the first lined page:

Listed below, along with some information, are a few suggestions

which will help you do %our best on the essay.

1: Start planning your paper as soon as you have decided on your’
essay topic. You may use the space underneath the topics for
making an outline or notes about your plans.

2. - bfééﬁiiéEiSﬁ 6f796ur_éssay,is-impbrtant. Think toward a good

topic sentence, some specific supporting points, and a definite
conclusion: 'In general, the passing essay will require that
you (1) state and develop . a central idea; (2) have an . '

organization which is indicative of an overall plan; (3) deal.

with the assigned topic; and (4) avoid serious errors in diction,
sentence structure, and paragraph development. . overall, what

. you say and how effectively you say it are more important than
' such mechanical factors as punctuation and speliing. You
should spend most of your time getting your i1deas written

down in a clear, weéll-organized form.-

3. Allow yourself a little time at the end of your writing to
. check your paper and make any needed changes. Watch your

handwriting, as an evaluator must be able to read your

' paper.
4. Your paper will be read and evaluated by three different

readers. Neither your identity nor your school will be

known to the readers.
. Choose one of the following; put an "X" in the box to indicate
your choice.

vﬁééiY TOPIC 13:
Name Ssomeone you ééhsider to be a modern hero or heroine and explain whyﬁyoq'so

classify the person.

N
AN
—J
-

_ ESSAY TOPIC 14:

fit from participation in extracurricular activitiéé?
Explain. : ' : .

ﬁéf&éilééé students bene

b0

nss space below for outline or notes.

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI
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examinee to the either/or position implied in the topic?
And so forth. . '

All the topics in the list, which is a mixed bag of
‘statements, questions, if/then situations, and invitations to
personal narrativeé, can be (and should hawe been; much earlier)
subjected to the same sort of critiéailq&esfioﬁiﬁé; But
there is no purpose. The Georgia examination topics are
almost pure examples of the sort satirized at the beginning
of ﬁhis papér;:wheré thé.whoié réspbnsibiiity for the
exercise of critical intelligence is thrown off on the
student in the expectation that thé good Students will
answer the quéstiOn the proféSSor would have askéd if he had
not been so busy with other'éhings. |

Florida examiners have little to learn here. But let
it be ééié, in'féirness; that the research literature does
not enable one to assert; on evidence, that essays written

on slipshod topics such as these will necessarily be of"
lower quality than those written on the most thoughtfully

constructed topics.

The Content-Centéred Topics

The sort of cOntént:e§Séy'ioadéé topic favored by

Educational Testing Service for éoiiégé Board tests work
_ —~
N

admirably for its purﬂpse; which is primarily to contribute
to the power of a battery of tests to predict success in
--college. The even more elaborately structured examination

questions on the Advanced Placement tests and those suggested




in the College Board's End-of-the-Year Examinations in

English (1965) are explicitly intended to identify students

knowledge, and high verbal facility. They, too, work

admirably for their purpose: But these purposes have little
in common with the present one of establishing minimal
:standards of written literacy for teachers. -Ohé problem is
that is would be almost impossible to devise a singie SAT-
type question that could possibly be fair to an adult
population as diverse in age, background, interest,
intelligence; aﬁa.expegience as that which will be taking the
Teacher Competency Examination. A further problem is that
the ETs;type.question doés not create .a_situation for ireal”

‘writing; and an adult is likely both to be more intolerant
of academic exercises and less inclined to take them

seriousiy than younger students.

The Role-Centered Topics

A project now underway at the American College Testing
Service involves an innovative approach to topic-making, and
it is of particular interest in the present context because
it is specifically addressed to assessing the writing'
proficiency of colléede graduates. ™"Since 1976," writes Joe
Steele in an unpubiiéhéd paper delivered at the 1979 NCME
meeting, "the Coiiégé‘éutcpme Measures Project (COMP)...has
beén developing coiiégé exit measures that use realistic

[}
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tasks to measure applied general education skills."

One component of the COMP/ACT Assessment materials
is a measure of writing proficiency-...The COMP/ACT
Writing Assessment is composed of three role-

playing tasks using audio-taped stimuii in the
content areas of social sciences; natural §Eiéﬁ6é;l
and the arts, which require’'a total of 60 minutes
of writing to compoée three written communications
directed to various audiences. For each task,
respondents have twenty minutés in which to
prepare their written communication to spécified
audiences. In Task 1, the respondent listéns to a
taped group discussion of."Residential Family" and
then writes a personal letter to a relative thqt
explains and reflects on an invitation to join
this 'family.' 1In Task 2, thé‘réspéndéht iisteﬁs
to a taped newscast on the energy shortage and

loééiAﬁéwépébéf reacting to the newscast....In
Task 3, the respondent 1listens to a tape of two.
types of music and then writes a memorandum to an
empioyer éndorsing one type of béckgrbupd music
appropriate to the firm's waiting r00m.‘v(pp. 1=2)
The essays are hoiisticaiif rated, but according to a
set of criteria or guidelines, the overriding concern of
which "is the degree to which the response represents effective

writing for an adult engaged in this social role" (p. 2). A

£3
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problem with the validity of most writing tests, Steels
has to do with the nature and design of the
writing tasks themselves. One feature which
measures of writing have often lacked in the past
has been a standardized task. For example,
respondents have sometimes been asked to select a

topic, such as 'My summer vacation,' from a list

of topics. The context, other than a broad
general topic, is entirely defined by the respondent.
Such an approach introduces considerable variation
into thé nature of the responsé and makes comparisons
of student’ performance difficult. Moreover, the
task is not realistic. It does not deal with a
situation an adult normally would respond to in
writing, is not directed to any audience other than
the evaluator. and does not set forth a purpose or

h outcome the cimmunication should achieve.

COMP has tsker~ a different approach. Rather
than selecting - “c¢cgic trat draws on one's private
fund of expérienc . the respondent is asked éB
play a specific rcle L kely to be encountered by
adults. Relevant détails are provided as a
context in which to retpond...The content needed
to respond iy information theé generally educated

college graduate might be expected to know (pp. 2-

64
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3).

The remainder of Steele's paper recounts a series o

procedures--the results of which are iﬁﬁi%ééiﬁé'giVéﬁ the
fact the instruments are still in a developmental stage.

At the moment, I simply have no further information on

these COMP/ACT tests. I would like, for example, to hear

that can be presented on the tapes are an esséential or
~ itncidental part of the method. Do the tapés, for éXampié,
increase student motivation or aré they just a novelty?
Could thé same résults be obtained from presenting students
with the scripts of the 5famiiy“ discussion or the newscast?
I would also like more information about Steel's claim that .
three ratings of a paper have given only marginally higher
reliability than two ratings (p: 5); for this is in contradiction
of 51mo§£ all other studies of the matter (see e.g., Diederich,
performance by the role-playing aspect of the situation or,
possibly, the focussed guidelines, somehow contribute to a
clearc: def nition of the rater's task and therefore to
greate; ratax CDnsisténcyé

Even wit.out additional informa:ion, it is clear that

oni thé i o0s7n: act, and that the purposes for which the

tests woreé &uoe il closelv resemble those of the Florida

Teacher Ccmps:.ocy o mirition.

o)
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The Audience-Centered Topics

The National Assessment of Educational Progress has
also been concerned with providing its respondents not
simply with topics, but with situatiéns that will :motivate
them to do the sorts of purposeful writing people do in real
life. The NAEP effort, according to Mullis (1977); was to

provide "opportunities for respondents to demonstrate their

ability to choose and effectively carry out appropriate

e L U Do : o
rhetorical strategies"” (pp. 5-6). Different ' S are
designed to elicit pérsuasiVé; expiénétory, a;. C2niwve
(oF creative) writing. A typical situatior, . nple,

ﬁiéﬁE involve the résponaéht in writing a letter aéxplaining
his qualifications for a particular job. The letter would
Eﬁéﬁ be primary-trait scored "on its likelihood of achieving
the desired effect" (p. 5).
" Each respondent is given a specified situation (no
options) which includes a description of the role he is to
he is to write on. The situation, in addition, "must stimulate
students to write=-and not only that, but to write as well as
that it is a realistic and interesting measure of the skill
as well as a specific measure of the skill" (Mullis, 1977,
. p. 9 see also Mullis, 1976). Mullis acknowledges that

€6
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aﬁﬁiiaablé situations," (Mullis, 1977, p. 9).
According to Richard Lloyd=Jones; who was largely
fééﬁéhéiblé for perfecting the NAEP writing topics, while
the methods perfécteé by ETS assume that excellence
kiﬁ one mode of writing predicts excellence in
: other modes--that is, good writing is good writing....the
Primary Trait System developed under the avspices
of NAEP assumes that the Writér of a good technical
report may not be able to produce: an excellent
Primary Trait Scoring is to define precisely what
segments of discourse will be evaluated....and té

train readers to render holistic judgments acCordingiy.
The chief steps in using the Primarf Trait
Scoring Systém are to define the universe of
discourse, to devise exercises which sample that
universe preciseiy, to ensure ccoperation of the
writers; to devise workable scoring guides,
and to use the guides (Lloyd=Jones, 1977, p: 37):
The r=-ommendations. to be made finail§ about topics for
the Tééchéﬁ Competency Examination will owe a good deal to
Lloyd-Jones' werk, although f6£~iéé§6ﬁé to be explained

later, his approach to holistic rating will not be recommended.

WHERE HAVE WE GOTTEN TO SO FAR?

Let us pause for a moment to review what has been

€7
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esfabiishéd; on the ééﬁéﬁhaﬁ fambling way to this point,
about what should be'true of good essay topics prepared for
competency ekéﬁiﬁééiéﬁé; Then let us move on to ask more
" specifically what additional things should be true of good
topics offered to §f6§§ééti6é teachers to write upon.

1. ©on a competency examination it As more

important for the topic to be one tht allows for

a iéliabie distinction betwgen low and middiing _
iéVéié of competehce than for an i&éﬁfifiéafiéh of
the topic need not in itseif be complex or of many -
parts. .
5
2. The prééise_aetaiis of the topic may be less
important when the essay is used as a measure of
general writing ability that when it is used as a
measure of the é@gﬁihéé‘s_kndwieégé or skill at
‘using knowledge. This\ is because, as Hirsch
(1977) points out, the "intrinsic quai-i_t;g;" of a

. A" -

Wfiféfi.é §fé§éﬁfatibh;iwhic,h is what a Hdlistid
rating attends to;—wiié vary much less from topic
to topic that will the quality of a writer's
information and ideas, which a critieal-analytical
approéch would attend to.
3. On a competency examination what is to be
evaluated is one's ability to express himself
adequately and appropriately. Therefore; the

topic must be one on which all respondents can
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reasonably be assumed to have something to say: )
specialized knowledge--of subject matter, "social
conventions, or academic conventions--that cannot
reasonably be assumed to be common to all examinees.
4. 'The good topic will be clear and explicit in

its phrasing; so that the competence examination

does not inadvertently become a test of how well
respondents are able to read between the lines and
puzzle out what the examiners intended.

5. Since it seeéms véry possiblé that people
.writé ﬁnequaiiy wéll in different modes and on
different subjects, it is advisable that the topic

on a teacher competency examination’call upon the

this may, in fact, be a legal necessity,; on the

basis of the oft-affirmed principle that to be
allowable as nondiscriminatory an examination must
measure the person for the job, and not the person

as a person. (This is discussed in the appendix essay.)
6. A gooa topiC'ié réwri£tén, not Writtén.l
Proposéd topics must not only be subjected to
sritical anaiysisy ﬁhéy must be triea out on
students like those whe are to be examined, and
the essays oralyzed for'éﬁidence‘on whiéh to

£4
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discard; retain, or revise the topics.:

7. Since a very short time limit in which to
write an essay benefits mainly the qglib and the

ééﬁﬁi%EiééEé&, and since the central probiem in
competency testing is to &iéEiﬂéﬁiéﬁ between
students with moderate and low levels of proficiency,
and since both these latter classes of éEﬁ&éﬁEg_
ease and alacrity, sufficient time must be allowed
for the moderately préficiént_stuéent te complete
the jéb in his best form. Forty-five minutes -would
seem to be indicated as the minimum acceptable
period, with an hour to be preferred.

8. For a number of‘gboé péYchométric reasons;
the single topic set for aii respondents is
preferred by test makers; with a large and diverse
body. of fééﬁéﬁ&éﬂEé; however, there are equally
compelling reasons for offering the examinees a
number of options on which to write: A good topic
should somehow manage to balance these two sets of
demands, preserving as much as pcssible the
reliability advantages of the single topic and the
fairness of optional topics. '

9. The good topic will, similarly, achieve a
balance between ibéing tooc open-ended to provide

necessary gui&ance; and béing so highiy structuré&

~7
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as to become an exercise in logic, direction-

following or paraphrasing.

'10. Four brdad categories of topics have been °
identified. Although theére is no hard evidenée

that bétter‘éssayg will consistently be produced

in response to one or another type, the abétiééiiéh-
centéred topic has been rejected as unhelpful to’

the writer and as measuring something other than

writing skill per se. The content-centered, ETS-
tvpe tnawic has, similarly, been rejected as inappropriate
.. "he purposes of the Teacher Competency Examination.

2 glear preference %as besn ekxpressed for the sort

of topic, developed in differing forms by ACT and

writing situation.
HOW SHALL TYPES OF DISCOURSE BE CATEGORIZED?

One reason that the topic is important is that it
controls, at least to the extent that an examinee writes to
the topic, the sort of discourse the examinee produces. The
sort of discourse that-is produced is, in turn; iiﬁBfEéﬁE
because there seems to be good reason to believe that most
writers are not equally skillful at writing, say, a technical
report; a business letter; or a short story. That is to

say, one's ability to write a good persoral narrative may

71
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not tell examiners much about his or her ability to deal

objectivély with sSome abstract topic:

In order to deal with this §Eé€é\6f affairs, a test-
maker must devise some way to ééEéééfi%é\gﬁé different sorts
of discourse that a writer may produce. T;é\g}d text=book
division of types of writing into narration, deéc;iptioh,
argument, and persuasion has not proven to be véryKGSéfui in
teaching writing, and it is not useful at all to the tést—
maker, because the distinctions are not clean ones. |

Of more usefulness zs Jimmy Brittdnig’aistipr ion
between "spectator" and "participant" writing. (See

Britton, 1978, and Britton, Burgess, Martin, Mcieoé; and

Rosen, 1975.) Participant writing is "writing to get things

~ .done,"

‘ whether it bé in an operatiGélﬁééé of informing,
instructing, of persuading people or in an intellectual
ﬁodé of problem solving, speculating, theorizing.
Annutteraﬁéé in this category is a means to some
end outside itself, and its organization will be
on the principle of efficiency in carrying out
that end (Britton, 1978, p. 18). |

Spectator writing involves the utterance itself as the
than a means to something outside itself."

As such an utterance moves up the scale from
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expressive to poetic, there is increasing stress
upon the forms of the language itself and upon the
formal disposition of whatever the language
portrays-the pattern of events in a story, the
zpéttérns of feelings aroused, tﬁé'ﬁéﬁéﬁéﬁé of
thought in a philosophical narrative::.:At the
poetic end of the scale,; then; a piece of writing
is a verbal object; an artifact in words,; a work
of art; its organization is not on the principle
of efficiency as a means, but on Eﬁé coherence and
unity achieved when every part is appropriate to
each other and to the whole design (Britton, 1978,
py. 19-20).

Britton's distinctions allow us to proposé that a
writer's ability to write a credible critical reading of
someone else's poem éives us no grounds for predicting that
the same Writé; is equally able to produce an ‘excellent poem

of his own. But, and here is the point, this fact is not

necessarily of any relevance in a particular case. To be

more specific: it can bé‘éétéﬁiiéhé& (and will be, later)
that a teacher candiddte's ability to éompésé in certain
participant modes (we need not get into the subcatégoriés of
Britton's system here) is directly péftiﬁent to the performance
of his or her professional duties; but it cannot be similarly
established that a candidate's competence in Spectator

modes--~the confession, say, or thé short story, or the
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educator's duties.. Both the ACT and NAEP projects that have
béen discussed above weré undeértaken ﬁo obtain a rounded
portrait of educational outcomes; for their purposes, it was
nécessary to obtain samples of both spectator and participant
writings. The intention of th;'Teaéhef Competency Examina-
‘tion writing subtest, on the contrary, is to obtain an
estimate of an examinee's ability to do the sorts of writing
he will have to do in his role as a teacher. 1In composing

topics for the Examination, therefore, there is no need to

participant modes of writing:. This gives us still another

reasor. o be content with a single sample of an examinee's

writin; as adequate for Competency EiaﬁiﬁaEibﬁ purposes.
perhaps equally as influential as Britton's work in its

Jamés Kinneavy's A Theory of Discourse (1971). Kinneavy

distinguishes among four sorts cf discourse according to the
writer's aim or purpose. Writing, according to his scheme,
may be persuasive, explanatory; self-expresive, or literary.
Roughly, first two of these seem to correspond to Britton's
participant writing and the latter two to his spectator
writing.

In the first chapter of his famous stuay of rbmanticism,

The Mirror and the Lamp, M. H. Abrams distinguished ahong

~J
~a|
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four types of literary criticism according to whether they
were primarily concerned with one or another of the elements
of the literary wiri: the text itzelf as a veibai értifécﬁ,
the author, the audience, or the "universe" of the work.
Tékiﬁé a similar approach in his work for thé NAEP, Lloyd-
Jones reduced Abram's types to three by éliminating the
element of concern for the "universe" of the work-=that is
to say, for its “heaning“ or philosophical validity, which
ts explicitly not of central concern when a writing sample -
is being holistically rated for its guality. Lloyd=Jones'

offered this model of types of discourse specifically of

importance in an examination of writing ability (Lloyd-

Jones, 1953, p. 39);

Explanatory Discourse
(Subjéct-Oriented)

ressive Discourse Persuasive Discourse
(biscourser-Oriented) . . (Audiénce=0Oriented)

N
7
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Even more useful to our present purposes is a model

and bis co—worﬁers rejected as unnecessarlly compllcated for
their purposes: It combines Britton's distinctions between
participant and spectator w&itiﬁg with Kinneavy's distinctions
of the four aims Of discourse in an ingenious fashion.
Figure 2’ié an adaptation of Lloyd-Jones' model.:
Insert Figure 2 Here

Any piece of writing may theéorétically be located
ac¢6iding to its position aiong the two axes of Personal
Involvement (from total 1nvolvement to no involvement whatsoever)
and Orlentatlon (from the absolutely private as in a personal
diary or a poem consisting entireiy of private féféfénééé;
to compiéte concern for the readérié'néédé, as in a technical

manual accompanylng a piece of machlnery) The labels
that would be located in particular quadrant. This moaéi
will enable us to take the next step, which is asking, Where
in the model can we locate thé sorts of discourse that are
pertinénf to a teacher's proféssionai duties?
WHAT DO TEACHERS REALLY NEED TO WRITE?

Any plece of wr1t1ng and any wrltlng a551gnment may be
analyzed according to its audience, its subject, its purpose,

e

)




FIGURE 2
A Model of the Categories
' of Discourse

(Addapted from LloyééJones; 1977)

SPECTATOR WRITING | PARTICIPANT WRITING

High P.ksonal

Involvement
Area of Expressive ~ Area of Persuasive
Discourse Discourse
Self-Oriented - . Other-Oriented
Area of Literary Area of Explanatory
DiécourSe Discourse

Low Personal

Involvement



and the "speaking voice" or persona its author should or
ust assumé. Let us consider audience first. An informal
poll of teachers enrolled in summer classes at FSU confirmed
what a moment's refléction would probably suggest. The
audience a teacher most often addresses in writing, at least
beyond the early grades, is the class of students. Most
teachers, during thé course of a year, do a 15t of writing

on the blackboard and distribute a great many ditto and

xerox copies of their own prose--in the form of teacher-made

test and exercises, introductory explanations of units about

to bé undértaken, background materials of various sorts;
"jecture notes" the students are intended to retain in their
notebooks, and so on: writing skill is obviously of impor-
tance here, for the teacher who cannot; for example, write
clear directions will both frustrate his or her students and
damage his or her autherity. Another important audience
which all. teachers must at some time address in writing is
the parent. And there is no possible worse occurence, from
the-editor column to rep.duce teacher memoranda filled with
misspellings and grammatical errors. Most teachers will
also at some pojint, though usually infrequently, communicate
in Qriting with their principal--not least importantly in
their job éﬁﬁlit&ﬁiéhé—-their school éounSéior, or perhaps
the local PTA: A minority of teachers will at some time be
assigned to write to "outsiders," preparing, for example, a
description of the curriculum for the school board, or a

s
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Statement of school "ph:losophy", . z departmenral self-
report for an evaluation teamn. 2« £°«¢i smaller minority of
teachers will choose to address a geu.c:al audience in essays
intended for publication.

The subjects on which teachers are most likely to write
in a professional role are probab.y (1) the behavior or
accomp’ i-rments of individual student, (2) the behavior or
accomplishments of groups or classes of students; (3) programs
and teaching conditions, (4) the teacher's own professional
actions or opinions.

The purposes of most teacher writing are likely to be
cither explanatory (as in a memorandum to a principal explaining
why a particular recommendation was made about a‘stuaent's a
promotion or ekpulsion) or petéuééiVé (ag in a iéftér to a
parent urging that a son or daughtér be allcwed to parti-

cipate in a certain activity). There will be little or no

occasion for a teacher to engage in spectator or expressive
writing in his or her profESsionai role.

In like wise, the speaking voice that is appropriate to
most professionél'comﬁuhiééiiahé will indicate neither
extreme self-involvement.nor extreme objectivity. A middle

" range--of professional distance coupled with personal concern--
will usually be appropriate, with all this implies about
choices of dictién,vSYntai, vocabulary, and so .on. In
general; the acceptable range for teacher communications
falls within a sort of middle régiéfér——standard and somewhat
formal in level of usage, but not pedantic or oratoricalj;

5?;

|
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eschewing both excessive slang and educational jargon. (The
sort of expository discourse that is, in fact; described in
the Criteria for Raters contained in the Writing Eyaminaticn
Handbook ﬁféﬁéféﬁ for the Teacher eéﬁﬁeEeﬁéy Examinat.on.)
professionally most relevant to all teachers are those that
fall within the area enclosed by the dotted box in Figure 3.
Iinsert Figure 3 Here

The area, it will be notiéé&; is_entiréiy within the
category of pa;tiCipant writing, and more specifically, it
defines types of writing charactérized by moderate self-
invoivemeht aﬁé modéeraté 6ther—crientatibh;

If the reasoning to this point is acceptable, then it
can be argued that an examination topic which calls for
teacher candidates to perform in writing within the range of
opticns described by the boxed area in Figure 3 has face

the demands of the teaching profession.
¢

WHAT WILL BE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A VALID TOPIC FOR TEACHERS?
It is generally agreéed that if a writing assignment is

to prodiuce a piéce of writing of a particular desired sort;

then the assignment must inform the writer of the specification

of that sort of writing. Sanders and Littlefield (1975)

argue that a valid writing task must provide "a full rhetorical

50
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FIGURE 3

The area enclosed by the dotted box designated the "space"

within which most professional written communication may. be

located. /(
<\//f
SPECTATOR WRITING PARTICIPANT WRITING
High Personal
Involvement
;-o L) Q{COQ.OJO'D;.;_.
= :
Self-Oriented ————§——~—o0ther-Oriented

Low Personal

Involvement
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context"--speaker, subject, audience, purpose. Even more
elaborately, Hoffman and shifsky (1977) urge that the topic
»“”pécify structuré% aim, aﬁaienCé, mode; tbﬁe, styié; and
organizational pattern. The importance accorded to such
épécifi?ation is\agreéé on, réther than proven; aﬁ& Cooper -
and Odell (1978) su&geSt;as an important subject for_iéseafdh
the questiOn of how test-writers should
frame a writing task so as to obtain the best
possible work from-students. Must résséarchers, as
Sanders and Littlefield (1975) claim, provide a
full rhétorical context, that is, information .
abéut;spéaker;fsubject; audience, and ﬁurpose§ Is
there any aspect of the rhetorical context that we

need not include in a writing task? Would an

- assignment that; for example, specified speaker,
N \ R

subject, and’ audience but not ﬁﬁéﬁééé elicit
writing that differ. ' significantly from writing
prompted by an assigument that specified a. full
rhetorical context} :(Cpoper and Odéll, 1978, p.
11.) [

In the absence of the needed experimental evidence, and
in the bréseﬁce‘ogfthe;possibility that partial specification
of context might make a difference; the safest course seems
to be not to take chances, and to produce topics for the
Teacher Competency Examination that“give full Spécifibaﬁidn
of the class of discourse that has been demonstrated to have

, ‘ :

direct peértinénce to a teacher's job.
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There are, as we have already seen, several ways of

' embedding these specifications in any essay topiCR The

N

information may be glven directly and abstractly, ao\ln the
Georgia tests we have examined--and, for that matter iq the

topics that were offered in the Handbook for the Teacher

Competency Examinaticn (Brossel and Hoetker, 1979), but

ﬁgioﬁ are now; obviously; being recanted. Or the instructions
may be partially explicit and partially cmbedddd in the
examination context, as is the case with the typical ETs-
type question. Or the 1nstructxons may be give éoﬁoreEe
form in thé Sort of simulation or role-playlng situation
utilized by ACT and NAEP. | | ’

I tend to prefer the simuiation:typé topio, if for no
other reason that it gives the éxaminéé something ciosgr to
a genuine reason for wrltlng, even 1f only in 1mag1natlon.

As opposed to the other posslble ways of castlng the top1c,

the simulation gives the examinee a sense of a real audiénce

(as opposed to a generalized “"typical teacher'), a sense of

‘a real purpose (as opposed to the sheer obligation to produce),

a sense of an issue of some;reai life consequence (as opposed

to a purely academic exercise), and a much clearer understanding
of the sort of persona that is called for (one that may be
generaiized'from one's réaiiiife experiences in similar
situation, rather than the much more uncertain and ie”
1nterest1n9 “student" persona- thOugh the latter 1s, as has

‘been conheded earlier; perhaps approprlate 1n a test whose

purpose is, for example, to determine the examlnee s mastery

-

v - “". (SJ " | / By L "

" . L 7
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/ of the conventions of literary criticism).

/ . If simulations are to be produced as topics for the

'Teachéf'Cémpétéﬁéi Examination, three additional issues must

then be addressed: \
1. Should the situations be explicitly
educaticnal, or will this involve the
danger of converting the examination

N inadvertently iﬁEd a test of>know1edge?
2; Shouild a single simulation situation
be presénted or a variety of théem, So as
to accomodate especially differences
among examiners as to the grade level
they have prepared to teach? - ”

3. Should the simulations make resort
to aﬁaio technology, such as that utilized
by ACT, or will it be adequate to present
the simulations. in printed form?

or simulation-situations immediately runs into the problem
that the majorify of examinees Eaking the Teacher Competency
Examination will be freshly graduated from collegs and will
ﬁavé‘héd very limited experience with the realities of life
in schools from a teacher's point of view. Topics which
would ask the examinees to role-play in regard to some
satter of éiécipiinary poiicy ur parental relations or the

like might tend to favor examinees with more teaching experience.

®o : o o o )
. On the other hand, educational: topics would have face validity




79

and the examinees are trained teachers and shou': reasnnably

N

after all, be appl 'ng it in real classrooms very shoz
A related problem is that students at different grade levels
their needs and capabilities, that a

simulation general enough to involve both a kindergarten

teacher and a senior high school sukiect matter specialist
would be in aaﬁééf of becoming a test of ;arrative invention
rather than of writing ability:

The second issue is.of course related tp~thé first.
One way of providing for the variiiions in the situations
which examinees have'@een trained to face would be to provide
at least two optional topics--oneé geared to elementary and
onié to secondary teachers. This is, in fact, perhaps the
st satisfactory solution, though it still runs the risk »f
1~ being fine-tuned erough, and not always meeting the
rieeds ¢  a2xaminees who have trained to be ancillary specialists

As to the third issue, the mode of presentation of the
‘simulation, although I find the ACT experiments vastly
interesting, and am moved to thoughts of even more elaborate
stimuli utilizing film and videotape; such uses of media are
for the future, if they are §9éf £6 be used at ail. The
production and testing of effective media stimuli would be

expensive in terms of personnel and production costs, and
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I would urge, though, even if we must stick with print for
the time being, that ‘he Competency Examination staff
should familiarize themselves with the details of the ACT's
work zad consider as a future option some experimentation
with alternative methods of presenting essay topics:
So we have now r=ached the point where we are committed
to recommending topics that
1. Supply essential rhetorical specifica£ions
ﬁié.éiﬁdiaEiOﬁS or feié;plaYing scenarios;
2. Call for types and levels of discourse
that approximatie thoSe which téachéis are
iiieiy to have to use in thec discharge of
+heir professional duties;
3. Deal specifically with educational
situations;
4. Are presented ‘n at least two variations,

one suited to primary and .lementary teachers,

And now comes the hard part: can enough good topics
meeting these specifications be written to suit the require-
ments of an examination Ehat is £o be given four times each
year? The number of significant variations that can be rung
on a tbpic meeting the above Spécificétibns is certainly
limited. But éctuéiiy; not all that many topics are needed--

only enough so that even if the nature of the questions

became public knowlédge it would still not be possible for
an examinee to be sure of what variation of the basic topic

PN e
S :
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above specifications: In reacting to these topics, recall
what has been said éafiiéiviﬁ several places; Eﬁéf the
goodness of a topic cannot be established solely by one
topic-writer's common sense and intuitions. The topic must
bé driticiZeé and edited by competent speCialists, and it
must be field-testéd, to §eé just what quality of essays i
eiicits.

But before presenting the specimen topics, another
guestion of central importance, that of possible cultural

bias in topics, must be dealt with.

SOME REMARKS ON THE PROBLEM OF BIAS IN AN ESSAY PRODUCTION
TEST

Let it be admitted, first of all, that it would ¢o

that certain predictable groups did not perform better than
others. Girls, for example, at least through secondary
school, as a group invariably peérform bettér than boys on
académic tasks including writing (this despite the fact
that, eventually, most professional writers and most pro-

' fessors of language are male). And it has already been
suggested that teacher ééh&iaéEéé who have majored in
essentially verbal disciplines Gili have a decided advantage

-

on an essay test over candidates who have majored in cther
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fields. They will have this advantage because stu onts
téking many courses in gﬁéﬁ fields as, for e  _e, English
and history, will (1) have had more practice in writing, and
especially in writing impromptu essays, and (2) will have

from institutions in which a high and positive value is
placed on the mastery of Standard Engiish and its written
candidates from institutions in which spoken and written
usage is a‘matter of indifferenc¢. For among the essential
competencies to be evsluated in the writing subtest is the
ability "to apply Standard English usage" (seé Brossell and
lcaetker, 1979, vol. 1, p. 12). Notice that the emphasis
here is being placed or t’¢ candidaté's éducational en: :ronment;
rather than on the carn:¢ .. '.'s social origins, sincé by the
time a candidate sits for tue Teacher Competency Examination,
he or she will have been expcsed to at least sixteen years

of formal éducation, almost all of it involving textbooks

and other matérials written in Edited American Eﬁéii§ﬁ. A
candidate who has- réceéivéd his collegiate education in a

large university or one oﬁ the better liberal arts colleges
will; almost invariably, have béén exposéd to a cosmopolitan

social environment and to-proféessors who write well themselves
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drawn from a narrow fééiéﬁéi, éEﬁﬁié, or social class segment
of the population, and/or one in which academic standards
and profeSSiénal Standards are not in tune with those of the
mainstream universities and colleges, will--through no fault
of their own, really:4be likelier not to have acquired an
easy maStéry:Of Edited American English;
Let me'émphasize that these last remarks do not appiy

only to candidates from predominantly black colleiu:s. They
" academic denominational colleges ‘and small single-purpose
teachers colleges (such as the one I myself attended, so I
speak from experience--I first began to learn to write in

graduate school, and, of course, am still trying to learn).

The problem of test bias comes down tc this: is it

fair to hold students who have had an education which has

one of the great state or private universities or a superior
1i$ééai arts college? I would argue that, yes; it is, on-
two grounds.

First, a major purposé for thé législatureé's mandating
a test of writing skill as a prerequisite for a teaching
certificate is that a primary objective of pubiic education
is to equip all students to enter the intellectual and
economic mainstream of society: The ability to speak and

¢
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qualification for most professions; and this is true whether
‘or not Standard English is tinguistically somehow superior

of racial and social prejudices of which the nation should
long ago have rid itself: =

The fact is that Standard English, in its various
registers, is the language--and the only language--of written
communications in business, commerce, government, education,
séﬁolafsﬁip, and law: Every student in school should,
therefore, be given at léast t... OPportunity to master this
dialect so that he or she may use it for his or her own
purposes whenever qécéssary; Every teacher of every subject,

if this is acceépted, should be capable of assisting, either

directly or only by e- n1is or her students tc master
the Standard dialect .~ wish to. Since one who cannot

himself or herself proc..e the standard dialect surely and

easily cannot possibly provide this assistance and example;

to be a valid EéfEifiééEiBﬁ reqg: irement for a teacher. ' The

fact that educational environments exist in which it is

still possible for students to earn college degrees without
attaining this mastery is in part the résult of thé lack of

such é_Ciééf;cut policy in the past, and the present codification
of the iénguége skills féqﬁiréméni iS; in iargé part[winténdéd

to assure that such aiécriminatidﬁ against students whose

circumstances dg hot allow them free choicé of educational

e | - §i
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ingtin.tio"s wiil not be perpetuétéd into the future.

~nt, 1 would argue that thé writtén litéracy require—
Mems i i, . net. an oncrous oné. One could suppose, in
fact, thdv ‘he reactions oi a candidate who, after completing
a teacher Lralning curriculum, i§ informed he or she can not
write English at an acceptable level, could be °t first
surprise and perhaps indignation, but then something like
gratitude for an objective appraisal of how he or she really
measures -up académically against others with the same number
of years of schooling. The writing sub-test of the Teacher
Competéncy Examination does not,. remember, endeavor’ to rank
studernts against one another, as an achievement or college

placement test does. It simply identifies one large group

' of candidates who have displayed a minimal mastery of the

conventions of written discourse and a (everyone expects)
hﬁch‘smalléf group who have not displayed that masiery. One
who falls into the second group is not forever b:wr & [rom
teaching. A failure on the writing sub-test is simply
information that the candidate, in oné particular way,.is
not yet ready to teach. The positive response to such
information would bé simply to go and repair one's lack and
take the test again: And it is, I would insist, just not
that difficult to learn--or even to teach oheself (see Petex

Elbow's Writing Without Teachers for some practical advi = --

how to write well enough to meet the minimal requirements of

the writing sub-test.

Of course, real bias may exist in topics set on an

|
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egsay examination. To take some extreme examples, a question
which cailed on students to write on "My Family's Vacation"

would be biased toward students from intact familieé well

enough off economically to take vacations: Topics that

fé&ﬁiiéa a skillful reading of a ﬁBéﬁ or a scientific téxt
disciplines. Topics requiring a familiarity with the biographies
of Martin Luther King or Caesar Chavez or Menachem Begin .

would be biased in favor of §EﬁaéﬁE§ from particular ethnic
customs or standards peculiar to one segment of the pdpulation
will (be biaSed in favor of students who happen to belong to
that segment. A topic, fur example, that called for a h
responsé to a narrative in which Soméoné is désignated as a
bumpkin by such a refeience as, "Hé wore white socks »nd

brown shoes with his dark blue suit," would not communicate
anything like the intended meaning to the many students from
groups for whom such a sartorial combination would be utterly
non-sicnificant. The topic would be unconscionably biased.

chitiins; cr harness a mule, or hot-wire an engine; or train
a dog,; or sail ~ boat; or choose a wine, or eat escargots,
or contact a bail bondsman.

But the construccive résponse to thé circumstance that
essay topics (just like objective items) can be culturaily

biased is not to attack essay tests in general, but to

assure that »ro:cedures are set vp which will effectively

€
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screen out elements of bias. (Advice has already been
offered on editing and fiéid;tééting procédures that should
achieve this end along with Oﬁhérs, siich as assuring the
clarity, completeness, and appropriateness of the topic.)
If, however (and given the 1..:tations of readers and the
innuTerabie forms that SuLt' . bias may take, this is not
impossible) , aftér:théiféct analysis of test top.cs should
$&- .. ossible or obvious cultural bias, then this certainly
shc ..~ ».., and will be, grdunds for appeal and, if necessary,
lega. action. But it accomplishes nothing useful to argue
that a topic is not valid simply because it is produced in
the manifest effort to measure an educational attainment--in
this case, mastery of written Standard English-that can with
some assurance be'préaictéa to have been differentially
developed in different identifiable classes of candidates.
In & recent article o.d "Racial Differences in validity
of Employment Tests," tchmidt, Berner, and Hunter (197)
argued on statistical grounds that further research i::o
' "the pseudoproblem of racial differences in test validicy"
‘will not be fruitful, and that; instead, "psychologists |
concérned with the applicability of employment tests to
study of determination of test fairness" (p- 5). This is
precisely the tack that has been taken in the present essay,
in that the whole argument has been directed toward devising
1 type of essay topic that will be maximally fair to the

specific ﬁéﬁﬁiéfiéﬁ for whom it is intended--collegé trained

91?
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adults who ar~ - duates of approved teacher-training programs
and who aspire to teach in Florida schools. Toward this end
the content, format, linguistic characteristics, and admin-
istrative context of topics rave beon examined, and the
psychological consequences of different features of the

topic have been consi-ered. Now, in addition, it has been

alert even to the éﬁEEiéSE and unlikeliest instances of
class and ethnic bias in the édﬁféﬁf and wording of topics
proposed for the Teacher Competency Examination:

The topics proposed below are, to the best of the
writer's ability, culture-fair but they are not culture-free
Sinceé college graduates in education themselves form a
distinct sociological sub-grouping; which is to say, that
the topics, if they are fair or valid within the intended
population of examinees, will necessarily be unfair or
iﬁvélid in a popuiation of, for example, engineers, business-
ﬁeh;'déctors; or trade school graduates. The rest of the
developmental and field-trial procasses through which the
topics will go befcre being included on un ééf:ﬁéi éi&ﬁiﬁéf:iéﬁ
should; almost ihévitabiy, feéﬂié in é'ﬁéE'Of topics that

are culturé4féir within the intended population.

A GUIDE TO CRITICISM OF THE TOPICS

In the next section sixteen topics are offered, eight
of which concern middle or secondary situations and eight
of which concérn primary or éiéméntary SChooi éituatiops.

~



89

If dﬁé'qﬁéSEiéﬁ from each level is included on each form of
the examination (and that decision itself is one for others

the examination:. After that, new and more timely topics
need to be written, and the more successful ones from téﬁs
set revised and revalidated. )
Each topic is in the form of a brief scenario--a plot
butiine, phrasea in the second person; of a miidly dramatic
sitaution in an eduational setting. Each calls upon the
éxaminee to assume his professional role and write a communi-
cation of a partic..lar sort to a specified audience for a
defiite purpose. #ach scenario, it is intended, has the
characteristics irat have been identified as desirable in
the course of the preceding argument. But the scenarios,
thQugh they hawz éifééay been revised several times in
fééﬁéﬂéé to suggestions and criticisms by my students and
colleagues, are offered only as first drafts of topics..

Bzfore they are used, they should be subjected to further

éfiEiCism and editing, and they should be administered to at
least a émall humber of students of the same soft who will
g. taking the Teacher Competency Examantion.

It is suggésted that the editors of the topics attend
té the following sorts of questions, among othérs. (Some of

the following points are adapted from Conlan, 1979.)

1. Is the topic interesting?
2. Will all candidates have enough information

and experience to write the specified communication?
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=
3. 1% the topic biased in any way? 1Is
there any element in the topic that could
conceivably tend to favor or ai5criminaté
against any group?’
4. Is the topic either too pedestrian or

too sensational? Is it likely to arouse

writer (or the reader)?

5. Is the topic clearly phrased? Is it

erfectly clear what the examinee is to do?

gl
Hh|

That is, is there any a6ﬁ5E:éBSﬁE his roie or
the audience, content, and purpose of the
communication, |

5. Does the topic‘prBVide sufficient guidance
and content, without supplying So much of

either that it stifles thé examinee?

About the éssays that are writ... to a topic during the

field-trials, the following questiors, among others, should

be asked:

1. Do the essays conform to the specifications
of the topic? If not, why not? L
2; je 0 mssays &afiéd in quality? Céﬁ;
juagmy_ o ;dality easily be made ampng the
essays?
3. . Are the qg&gys"ééne;ﬁily interesting to
read? S

4: Do the examincss seem fo have been

yil
Vel
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'Héhééfy, as opposed to cliches and conventional
sentiments?

5. What signs can be found of troubles in
the essays that might be éEEfiSﬁEéBié to
weaknesses or ambiguities in the topics?

In general, following these procedures should result
in essay test topics which will meet the guidelines. for
questions used in employment-related examinations, which
have been developéd over the yéaré in Court ééciéions and
the regulations of agencies such as the Fqual Employment
Opportunity Commission. (The highlights of these decisions
and regulations are reviewed and summarized in an appendix

essay to this paper.)

Yo
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SIXTEEN TOPICS INTENDED TO MEET THE FOREGOING SPECIFICATIONS

Group 1: Primarily for Séééi&éii Téééﬁéié
SCENARIO ONE: CRUISING AROUND: You find yourself teaching
in a small high school whéré_manf of the éﬁﬁaéﬁEé; especially
the boys, seem to spend most of their leisure time cruising
" around town in’their trucks and automobiles: From what
students have told you, you know it is fairly common for a

another city, cruise around there for a while, and then head
back home. You are perplexed By_tﬁe aimlessnéss .of this
pehavior; and puzzled by the students' apparent disregard
for the energy crisis, for tﬁé President's pleas for energy

conservation, and even for the rising cost of gasoline. (A

order to keep their gas tanks filled.) You feel that a
ciass discussion of the students' "hobby" would be educationally
valuable for a number of reasons. It would éﬁéﬁié you to
underStén&'éomé‘of your students better; it would get the.
stiidénts thinking criticéii? about their driving habits, in
the context of a national energy emergency; and it would

< almost certainly éﬁééufagé class participatibn by same
"students who normally have nbthing to say. You experiment
with ééGéf&i approaches fo mbtiva£ing a discussion on driving
habits, leisure time; and energy, and finally decide simpiy

to assign the students to write an essay on the topic; "What

ag
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the automobile means tc me." (Even students who do not:

drive will have something to say on that topic.) But then -

students as a model of the sort of paper you would like them
to write. Write the essay now; on "What the automobile

- means to me," remembering it is addressed to senior high
school students for the particular instructional purposes

outlined above.

SCENARIO TWO: JOB APPLICATION. You are applying for a job
'in a wealthy suburban school. Everything you hear about the
school is almost unbelievably good. The students are bright
and well behaved. fhé_parénts are supportive. The classes
are émaii. The pay is much higher than in neighboring

principal, his éécfétéf§ gives you an application and asks

you to fill it out before you see the principal. The form,

gou notice,; has four pages, the first of which asks the

usual guestions about your education and éxpériénCeg You

£i11 in the required information and turn the page. The

other three pages are blank, except for this guestion at the
top of page 2: "What do you consider to be your most important
strengths and wééknéééés as.a teacher?" Write an answer to

_for the job.
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SCENARIO THREE: BASIC SKILLS. You are a teacher in a

district that is on the verge of adopting a "baéic competencies"
plan. One key feature of the plan is this: all students

will be given a test of basic reading and writing skills in
grade ‘eight, and any student who doeés not make passing

grades will not be allowed to enroll in high school--which
beigns with grade nine in your district. Among the reasons

that are given for this policy are (1) that high schools

should be for masﬁering academic skills and subject matter
knowledge, not for remedial work, and (2) that high ééﬁéal
teachers are subject matter specialists and are neither
interested in or trained for doing remedial ﬁéfi; Tﬁé
superintendent has asked for WEiEEéﬁ4§EéEéﬁéﬁEé of opinion

on the plan from all ihféfééféaébéffiéé, éipliéi?ly'iﬁéiﬁaiﬂg
teacheés;“,Ybu are to write the superintendent a letter
éxpiaining yourjopinion, as -an invblved teacher and a prOfessional
educator, of the "basic competencies" plan that will involve
rétaining pogsiiiy largé numbers of students in éighth

grade. You maﬁ write the letter in either of two roles.

Either, you may write it as an eighth grade teacher; who

will be affected in one way by the plan; or alternatively,

~ affected in éﬁafﬁéf way.
SCENARIO FOUR: GETTING TO KNOW YOU.. You hava taken a job
in a senior high school where; you find, your students

differ from you in almost every possible way--they are of a

190
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different race from §ou, a different social class, and, in
general, have completely different backgrounds. You realize
that you are going to get to know them and their life-styles
~ before you can éffectively téach them. But you aré not
) intimidated by this; in fact you are looking forward to it.
! You also figure that your students are going to have to get
to know you, too. So you déciéé,§ou will tell them some
“things about you, as a person and as a teacher, which will
‘make it easier for them to understand you and begin to work
with you. (The students have struck you as mature enough to

respond to this kind of approach:) Your job here is to

write a note to the students telling them those things about
you that you think are most important to their ﬁh&éféféﬁ&iﬁ§
of how you will behave as their teacher: (Doﬁ5t worry about
.wﬁether you Will.re;d them the note or pass it out for them
to reé&.) 
SCENARIC FIVE: NEW DIRECTIONS. The district in which you
teach high school has just hired a new superintendent.. You
kn@W‘he has a big national reputatiOn and is coming to your
district from an important job in government. He addresses
all of the teachers on the first day of school. The major
Eﬁiﬁé you remember about ﬁié §§ééaﬁ is that he keeps insisting
that too much time and money is being spent on remedial |
programs fo: students whowstiil are unaﬁie to ieérgi and

’ that it is his intention to turn things around and put most
of the district's resources into eﬁrichiﬁg the educations of

1og
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the talented top ten or twenty per cent of the students,

who, he argués,; are thé oné who can reaiiy p?ofit from an
vital jobs in éociéty in the near future. You think for a
while about what the supérinténéént said, and about what it
may mean to you and to your students, and you decide to

share you thoughté with a friénd who had téugﬁt with you
until he (or she) moved to another state at the end of last
year. This friend will be familiar with the student body in
your school district,; and will be interested in your thoughts
about the new superintendent's plans, so your main purpose

will be express those thoughts as clearly and effectively as

possibile.

SCENARIO SIX: RECOMMENDATIONS:. You are a teacher in a
large high school. In the middle of the year you get a new

student in one of your classes, and he (or she, if you wish)

"her) classmates. Finally the student engages in behavior

you not only find disrespectfui, but interpret as physically

threatening. Determined not to put up with sSuch nonsense,

to the principal's office. The student never makes it to

the office; and in fact disappears from school for a few

days:. When the student finally returns, you refuse to allow
Him (or her) into your classroom and there is a nasty con-

frcntation that is resolved only when two other teachers

1oz
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passing in the hall come in and help you convince the student

to calm down and get out. (But, definitely, no teacher has

‘touched the student:) As a last straw, you find out that

the student has lied to his (or her) parents about what has

happened; and they have filed a legal complaint about their
Then you receive a’'call to see the assistant principal

who is in charge of discipline for the school. He explains

' that thé student has been giving everyone else the same

kinds of trouble he (or she) has beeén giving you: However,
the issue of what to do is complicated by the fact the

student was well-behaved at the SCﬁéoi he (or she) last
attended. So the assistant principal is seeking advice from
teachers who know the student bettér than he does. ‘Ana;
advice in writing.and for the record. What course of action==
short of expulsion; which isn't warranted yet--would ?ou
suggest, to help the student if possible, or at least to

protect other students and teachers from the disruptions the

student has been causing? Write a memorandum to the assistant

principal givihg him your professional advice on the c:se.

SCENARIO SEVEN: GOOD YEAR. You are a high school teacher,

and this has been one of those years when you have done

everything right. All of your classes, in fact, are going

aloﬁg\sxactiy as you want them to. .The .students are the

sorts tﬁa@;you most énjoy working with; and, besides, you
\ .
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seem to have chosen course materials that realily interest
atmosphere in which they perform at their best. What you
have, in short, is your dream situation. Then you discover
that something has come up which will compel §6ﬁ to take a
full month's leave early in éﬁé second semester. You are
afraid that you ﬁay return to find that the ééﬁaiEiéﬁé;yéd-

" have worked so hard to establish have ﬁéE been maintained by
your substitute. Even if he or she is a thoroughtly éoﬁpetent
teacher, your students will be confused and, as it were,
lose thei; moméntum if too many rulés and conditions are
changéed in the middle of the year. There is not time for
you to meet your Substitute and éxpiain,how you have been
running your classes. Your next best bet is to leave a note
for your substitute explaining what you have done to
establish the exéeiient atﬁosphere in your classes; and
explaining as Wéil why you have chéééh to do things in that
particular way with these particular students. Now write

that note, remembering that your main purpose is to explain

to return to the same good situation you are leaving:

SCENARIO EIGHT: ﬁiéiﬁéi You are téaching your Subjéct in a
juniOr 6r‘SéniorrﬁighPSchobi in a district that is‘experiencing
rapid growth. Your principal is a highly educated person

who does someé things in an’unUSuai manner. The principal, =

for instance, insists on interviewing prospective foreign

g
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language teachers in the language they are certified to
téach, not considering them further if they are unable to
converse easily in that language. For another thing, when
there is an opering in & department, he will ask the depart-
ment chairman for a detailed list of specifications that a

new teacher should meet. The principal has doné very well

in finding teachers who meet those specifications and therafore
fit ipfo the school's program very efficiently. (The

_teaching conditions in the district are so good, and the

salary level so high, that there is never any shortage of
applicants.) There is éﬁfiéﬁtly a need in your department

for an additional teacher. Your department chairman,

following the principal's lead, asks everyone in the depart-

and personal characteristics of the "ideal" teacher in. your
subject or tsaching area. The chairman will then consider
all of thé‘teacheris'fedémﬁeh&aﬁiohs before making up his
list of spécificatiéné for the principai. Write the memoran-
dum to your chairman, remembering you are going to have to

work with the person who will eventually be hired.
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Group 2: Primarily for Elementary Teachers

SCENARIO ONE: GIFTS. You aré an éiéménﬁary teacher, and
you have a class that has been, throughout the year, a pure
‘delight. Your students are bright, eager, cooperative,
polite, outspoken, intellectually curious, and full of good
humor. Ehéy make you happy you have gone into teaching. It
is only a few weeks until the end of school and you want to
do something to express your respect and appreciation for |
the class. So you purchase each student an inexpensive copy
of his or her favorite book (you have determined the titles

earlier). You have a little ceremony in which you present

- the books to the students, each book complete with a warm
personal note from you in the front covér:. In addition, you’

take a good deal of time to write a personal letter to each
student's parent(s), expressing your pleasure Witﬁ the
student's progress and your confidence that he or she will
have continued success: A few péiénts express their thanks
by letter or telephone, and you have several pleasant
conversations with parents as a result of your gestures.

But then you are shocked to discover that one parent has

complained to the principal-about your "unprofessional®

conduct: You have, the parent complains; been teaching

students by your example how to use bribery and flattery to
curry favor. The principal does not take the complaint too
seriously, but he suggests that to put the matter at rest,

it might be good for you to write the parent a note explaining

106




101

your reasons--both pérsonal and educational--for awarding
the gifts and writing the letters. Write that note, remem-
bering that.your purpoSé i§ to convince .thé parent that your
' motives were Sinceré and your actions not educationally
harmful to your students. ‘

©

you teach is part of a school district in which all students

aré gi@én standardized basic skills tests in reading,

writing, listening, and mathematics in Grades 3; 5, and 8.

At present, students who do not pass the tests are still

promoted, but those with low reading scores are assigned to
-4

a special reading teacher, and those who make low scores in

theé other skills are assigned to work with individualized
task force report has criticized the way the plan is working.

Among other things, the report argués that students assigned

the lessons theéir classmates are studying, and, further,.the
fact that many different activities are going on at once in
a classroom fragments the teacher's attention, so that none
of the activities are supervised satisfactorily. The report

A group of concerned teachers is formed for the purpose of
studying the report and iEé proposals: You are named as a

107 | -
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member of a committee that is to study specifically the
.recommendation about retaining students in grade. As a way

to start the committee's work, the chair asks each member to

submit a paper setting forth his or her own feelings about °
the issue. Write that paper, addressing it to your fellow
your position on the pfoﬁéfioh/féﬁg%tioh issue and your

reasons for ﬁOIéing that positiop.

SCENARIO THREE: ABUSED CHILD. You are teaching in an
eslementary school in an average sort of neighborhood:. You
have come to suspect that one of your students may be a
victim of child abuse. A frail and quiet child to start
with, the student has au;ing the course of the year become
progressively more withdrawn and has actually begun to

regress in his command of academic skills. From tales you

have heard from students who are this child's neighbors, you
gather that the child's mother punishes him by aéﬁfiGiﬁé him
of food éﬁa. making him spend hours locked in a dark closet:
but the treatment the child is receiving is- obviously harming.
him. You feel a responsibility to do something about the
Situation, but you realize you have no real evidence on

which to base an accusation, and you do not want to play
detective or confront the student's mother. You visit with
the school social worker and explain §6ﬁf suspicions. The

10§

social worker agrees to initiate an investigation and to
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take whatever action is called for. But hé asks whether
there is not Something that yéu can do in thé meantime to
help the éhiié?~ caﬁ you, perhaps, help him feel better
about himself by giving&him résponsibility of some kind for
which he can earn praise? Can you persuade some of the
natural leaders among thé students to help out by including
the troubled student in their social interactions and school
projects? Can you do something with the child on a one-to-
" one basis tha£ will help? You agree to think about it and
make your best effort. The social workers asks you then,
because he apticipates that the situation may become un-
pleasantly sticky, to write him a formal memorandum for his
records; in which you explain what you plan to do; as a .
teacher, to ﬁélﬁ_iﬁéléﬁila overcome Ehéléfféééé of the
psychological maltreatment he appears to be receiving.

what you intend to do and why:

SCENARIO FOUR: :NEW JOB. You have applied for 5;job in an’
elementary school in a wealthy school district. The school
has a reputation for being. somewhat progressive and experi-
mental, and the students, most of whom are well above -

average in ability, apparently fééﬁéﬁa very well to being

given a degree of independence and personal responsibility;
for the school's standardized tests scores are consistently

near the very top of the scale. When you go the school for

1ng
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your interview with the principal, the principal's secretary
gives you a four-page form which she asks you to fill out
before your interview. You sit down and fill out the first
page; which asks for the usual vital statistics. You then
discover that the rest of the application form consists of
blank pages, except for this paragraph at the top of page 2:

and pleasant atmosphere in which to teach:

Our teachers are professionals and are treated

—

"~ than any other school district in the areaw_. .. ~—
We have, in short, the luxury of being very
selective about the teachers that we hire.
what special personal and professional qﬁaiities
do you have that would makeé you a particular-

‘ly valuable addition to our faculty?
Write an answer to this question that will make thé principal

want to hire you:

SCENARIO FIVE: EMPATHY. You receive a new student in your
class in the middle of the semester. He is; you soon discover,
subject to cataleptic spells. On the playground or in the
haiiwayé, he will juét étop} frbzén; stérihg into space and
giving no reaction at all t6 anything around him. Fascinated
by his odd behavior and his utter lack of response; other
students have experimented on him during these s?ézﬁféé. """"
Théey havé pinched and poked him, pushed obj%étéjih'ﬁiémé555’;
\ L | j
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struck his head and had to be treated by the school nurse.

After talking to a couple of the students, you realize that

(for the most ﬁéff anyway)  there was no conscious cruelty

involved in these incidents. Rather, the students' sensi-

-bilities are not developed enough to imagine that someone

.who behaves so differently, and who does not react in a

normal fashion, can really be feeling pain in the same way
they feel it. You realize you are going to have to lay down
the law, demanding that no one touch the unfortunate student
when he is in a seizure, but instead summon an adult to
help. But you also feel that you may be able to make some
educational capital of the event:. So you plan to write“a
small speech on the subject of the importance of learning to
imagine how you would feel in someone else's situation--and

acting accordingly- Write such a speech,; addressed to
level of language and appropriate examples and illustrations

to make your points.

SCENARIO SIX: PHILOSOPHIES. You are a successful teacher,
with very strong and well-formed ideas about how children
learn and how teachers should teach. The father of one of

your best students, however, has.equally strong and well-

yours. Even though the parent -- a successful businessman --

is perfectly willing to admit that his child is doing

113
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extremely well under your methods, he still insists that
way. At one Parents Association meeting, this parent gives
a very heated presentation of his views and criticizes the

‘school's present practices--referring to you by name. You

are angry and embarrassed at the time, but you have no

opportunity to respond. Later, when you have cooled off,
you decide that the parent is simply enthusiastic and a

little overbearing, but not unreasonable: So you decide to

try to open communications on a more constructive basis b
writing him a letter explaining your educational beliefs and
the reasons for them. Now write the letter, striving not so
much Eé ééﬁbiﬁaé_Eﬁé-ﬁéfént you are right, as simply to

éxplain clearly what your eaﬁéétiéﬁai "philosophy" is.

SCENARIO SEVEN: ADVICE:. You are teaching in a good school,
and you aré enjoying your work. One day, you receive a

several years younger. The letter informs you that the

~writer is now a college student and at the stage where he

(or-she) must declare a major field of study. One of the
options the wiliter_ is considering is education, and the main
purpose of the letter is to seek your advicé.  The writer
knows, the letter says, all about tﬁéjpieasﬁrés people say
they féééivé f£6ﬁ.Eéééﬁiﬁg and is aware of the prbbiems

teachers often face. .What your corrzespondent really wants
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average day? Write your former neighbor a letter explaining

her) decide whether or not to pursue a major in education.

SCENARIO EIGHT: RULES FOR GRADE __ . You find yourself
teaching in a school where administrative leadership has
been somewhat lacking and where most teachers seem to have
allowed their students to do just about whatever they
piééée; short of vandalism and thSicéi violence. The

prevailing atmosphere is not one you want to characterize

“Your own classroom; an&,/éspéciaiiy, you want to establish an
én&ironﬁént§i?rwhich yoﬁr students can get down to serious
iearning—ffor\EEEPigg.the fact the students are generally
above average in abiiié?}aghéif test scores have consistently
been véfy low. You decide :;;E\Qngt you need to do for a
start is to establish a few very éiégé and explicit rules
for ééﬁ&ﬁéf-iﬁ'§6uf class, along with an equally clear and

éiﬁliéiE<§éE of penalties for iﬁffééEiBﬁé of those rules:
These rules &ha péh&ifiéé and the féaééﬁé for them will be
written down and duplicated and each student will be given a
copy  which he or she will be required to keep at his desk.
And the whole document will also be written out on poster
board and hung on the wall for as long as necessary. Now
write out such a set of rules, reasons, and penalties
appropriate for thé grade level in which you would mosf like

to -teach.

Pt
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. THE "INSTRUCTIONS" TO INTRODUCE THE SCENARIOS

Instructions for an essay test should clearly and
economically inform the examinee of what he or she is
expected tQ do and how long he or she will have to do it.
The instructiéné, further; should be carefully worded so as
nbt to create énxiety or resistance by intimidating the
examinee or insulting his or her ihEéiiiééﬁéé; This means

advice, be aware of the danger of, for example, overstressing

the importance or difficﬁity_of the test, or of incituding a

long list of stern caveats, or of giving too many helpfil
hints on the order of "Avoid grammatical érrors." The
instructions should give the examinee (in a réeassuring -
fashioﬁ) sofic information about how the essay he or she

brief. as possible, so the examinee can get on with the test

itself.
A sample set of ihéﬁfﬁéfiaﬁé'éfé‘afferea below as
fulfilling these conaitiOns. These instructions should be

subjected to the same processes of criticism and revision

" that the topic-scenarios themselves are subjected to.

INSTRUCTIONS. This portion of the examination gives you a

chance to show.how well you can write. You wiii'find below
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£ill in necessary details; use the blank portions of this
‘sheet to jot down notes and to plan your writing. Then
write the communication that is called for. Use the title
of the scenario as the title of your paper. |
Some of the situations call for a letter or memorandum.
If you choose to write oh_oné of these, do not bother with

Simply write thé body of the letter or memorandum itself.

‘Thére are, of course, no right or Wféhé_éﬁéwéfé on a
test such as this. What is at issue is how well you write,
not what opinions you may hold.: TﬁéHQﬁéiiEy of your writing
will be judged by a panel of three independent readers; who
will not be aware of your identity and who will have been
instfuéféa not to allow their juégmeﬁés beYOur wfiting to

-~
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pieése+-your readers will appreciate legible han&writiﬁg.)

A specimeén copy of the completeé writing examination
follows, as Figure 4. Note that the two scenarios included

are different from, and additional to, those offered above.

Jnd,
(Y
lap¥
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FLORIDA TEACHER COMPETENCY EXAMINATION ,
WRITING SKILLS EXAMINATION N -
. CODENNO, . GRADE

Name pate .

INSTRUCTIONS. This portion of the examlnation glves you a chance to show -
how well you can write. You will find below two ''scenarios’’ or outlines of \K\

problem situations;, each of which calls for a written response of -some sort.

Read both scenarios and choose the one on which you prefer to write: Think

about the situation for a while; let your Imagination fill in_the necessary

detalls; use the blank portlons of this sheet to jot down notes and to plan

your writing., Then write the communication that is called for. Use the titie
- of the scenario as the title of your paper. :

. __--_- __  Some of the slituations call for a letter or memorandum: |f .
you choose to write on one of these, do not bother with Including addresses,
saluatations, closings, or the llke. Simply write the body of the letter or
memorandum [tself. ' :

- _ There are, of course, iio right or wrong answers on a test such
as this: What Is at issue Is how well you write, not what opinlons you may.
~hold: The quality of your writing will be judged by a panel of three independ-
ent readers; who will not be aware of your Identity and who will have been
Instructed not to allow their judgments to be Influenced by their agreement or

disagreement with your Ideas: :

time well. Plan before you begin to write and leave yourself time to read

~ You will have minutes to compliete this test: Use your

your completed paper several times, so you can make any necessary changes and

corrections. (And--please--your readers will appreciate legible handwriting.)

SCENARIO ONE: TAKING CHARGE
. .- You take a teaching job In mldyear, replacing a teacher“who
has resigned after allowing his classes to run wild. Your first day with

the students Is pure chaos--they will not listen to you;. or stay. In thelr

seats, or even pratend to do any work. You are determlned to take control
and not go through another day llke that. But from everything you can learn

about the students, they are nice, average youngsters who behave reasonably
well In other clrcumstances. So before dolng anything more drastic, you

decide to glve the students a chance to respond to a reasonable approach.

You will prepare a statement for your students that will provide them with

a few definite, unbreakable rules for behavi-i In your class, along with an
equally definite set of penaltles for Infractions of the rules. Your state-
ment; .In addition; will contaln at some place an explanation of the reasons

for the rules. Now write thls statement; addressing It to students of the
age level you plan to teach, remembering that your main purpose Is to establish

_your authority, so that you may avold more unpleasant and protracted conflicts.

SCENARIO TWO: BASIC SKiLLS .

You teach In a school where a large proportion of the students
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have serious learning problems. Your princlpal is a. democratic sort who

always seeks out his teachers' opinions before making decisions that will

affect them. He Is under pressure from citizens' groups and higher administra=

tors to do something to ralse his students' scores on basic skills tests:

A consultant hired by the school board to evaluate the_school program has

recommended drastic action: ‘'Put total emphasjs on reading and math skills,"

he has advised, " until scores In those areas rise to acceptable fevels."

Untnl then, no teacher wrll teach. literature; drama, art; social studies,

music, or anythlng else except basic readlng and math skills: The pruncnpal

asks h|s teachers for reactions to the proposal. Write your principal a

memorandum on the subject of the consultant's recommendations, striving

to concinea your prlncipal that your oplnions are the correct one, which

he should follow In making his decision.
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